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FOREWORD 


Yes, they finally have sex in this one. 


CAUTION 


All scenes of a sexual nature in this book are consensual but may seem rough or violent to some. 
Please be warned. 


CHAPTER ONE 


T he whole idea of beginnings was a foolish concept. Things did not begin or end. They looped, if 
nothing else. Life led to death, death led to life, the seasons cycled, the sun circled the sky with the 
moon as the other half of its pair. 

Abigail had been here once before. And, in a sense, that was infuriating. But in another, she 
was...not surprised. 

And so, once more, from the top, she walked into the Maze. 

Not because she thought it was going to get her anywhere useful. 

She wasn’t that foolish. 

No, she walked because she had literally nothing else to do. 

Hugging her arms around herself, she studied the trees that rowed the path that was laid out before 
her. She could feel them when she was mortal—how they seemed to watch her. But now that she was 
fae, she could hear them. Their song filled the air...and it only reinforced her belief that there was 
something very, very wrong with the forests of the Maze. 

Where the trees of Tir m Aill were passive, these trees were not. These trees sang of hunger. Of 
need. Of blood. If she listened to their song for too long, it made her skin break out in gooseflesh. 

“At least my feet don’t hurt this time.” 

From the woods around her came a chorus of cackling laughter. Goblins. She turned her head to 
search for them, but she saw nothing. She knew they were likely hiding the moment she moved. 
Glaring into the darkness, she sighed and turned back to the path. There was no point in shouting at 
them, or throwing things at them, or threatening them. They were goblins. It would probably only egg 
them on. 

Besides, she had other things on her mind. 

The Maze itself. 

And Valroy. 

Solve the Maze. What does that even mean? It has no true center. Everything shifts and moves 
around at Valroy’s will. How am I meant to answer a question when I do not even know what is 
being asked of me? 

She wanted to ask Valroy for a hint, at least to help her understand the task she was meant to 
complete, but she knew it would be pointless. He would only taunt her, tease her, and at worst, offer 
to trade with her. 

He might give her a clue, but at what cost? Her arms broke out in gooseflesh again at the thought 
of what he might ask of her. Chewing her lower lip, she tried to push the images from her mind. 

She wanted him. Gods help her, she wanted him. And when he threatened to chase her, to hunt her, 


and to take her, a voice in her begged him to do just that. Once, that voice had been quieter and easier 
to ignore. But it grew louder with every day. 

Solve the Maze or wed Valroy. 

But there was another choice before her. One she had tucked away in the ether of the world. A 
blade, cursed with the power to deal unhealing wounds and kill even those who could not die. 

She did not need to solve the Maze to save the world. 

She merely needed to work up the nerve to end Valroy first. 

The idea of it made her sick. If I had any sense in the world, I’d gut him like a fish the first 
chance I get. 

What a rancid thought. Like all the others, she pushed it from her mind. But no matter how hard 
she tried, everything circled around one simple question—what was she to do about Valroy? 

Wandering the Maze was nothing more than her attempt to stall for time. Time to do what? To 
decide how she felt about him? To summon the backbone to stab him? To prepare herself for when his 
patience ran thin with their little game and he pressed her to the dirt and rutted her like he threatened 
to do? 

Growling in frustration, she heard cackling in the woods again. “Oh, shut up, the lot of you 

They simply laughed harder. 

An hour must have passed. Maybe more. It was hard to tell in the dark, with the moon slowly 
making its trek through the starry sky. And still she walked through the trees that hummed with eerie 
resonance. She kept her thoughts to herself, not wishing to be reminded of the fact that the darkness 
was crawling with Unseelie things, and those things were keen on watching her. 

Perhaps travel by foot was the wrong way to move around the Maze. She had been very few 
places—the shore, Anfar’s lake, the cauldron, Valroy’s home—but she might be able to travel through 
the roots of the trees to return to those places. 

She was nervous to try. Very nervous. But she had spent long enough gathering her thoughts and 
trying to uselessly understand what she was meant to be doing. Walking up to one of the looming, 
white-barked trees, she hovered her hand over its surface, hesitating. 

It was as though it was reaching for her in return, eager for her touch. The trees wanted her. With 
a wavering breath, she placed her hand on the surface, and immediately drew the air back into her in 
a gasp. 

Gods, she could feel them. 

“I wish to see Anfar.” Why she stated her intent, she did not know. Normal trees obeyed her will 
without her needing to say it aloud. But these...these were not normal trees. Part of her wondered if 
she went into the roots, would she ever return again. 

She pictured the lake where she had spoken to Anfar of Lady Astasha and let the roots take her 
there. When she emerged, she was trembling. Her body felt on fire, though she did not know why. The 
trees had taken her where she had wished to go, but it had felt... far too personal. 

Far too physical. 

She straightened her clothes and wished her heart would stop pounding so rapidly. 

I will be doing that precisely as little as possible. 

Which was exactly why she had the distinct impression she would be forced to do it frequently. 
She walked from the forest line toward the lake on shaking legs. 7 believe the trees might have just 
fondled me. The thought made her laugh. This place really does belong to Valroy. 

When she reached the shore, she noticed a figure sitting upon a rock in the shadows. It was Anfar. 
His shoulders were hunched, and he held an old glass bottle in his hand. She watched as he took a 


1? 


swig from it. 

Astasha was likely dead. And if Abigail had any inkling of how the world of the Unseelie treated 
its people, it had probably been the poor sea creature who had been forced to do the deed. She 
walked up to him, pausing some five or ten feet away. 

He glanced up at her, then looked back down at the rocks between his feet. He said nothing. Anfar 
was, by her estimation, not a very talkative man. Beast. Whatever he was. She walked over to the 
rock he was sitting on and joined him. 

Wordlessly, he offered her the bottle. She took a swig from it and nearly sprayed it right back out. 
She swallowed it, wheezed, and then coughed. “Oh, that’s not wine.” 

Anfar chuckled, a low sound. “No. It is not.” He took the bottle back. 

After a pause, she leaned against his arm. She wouldn’t bother asking if he was okay. She knew 
the answer already. They sat in silence, him occasionally drinking from the bottle. 

Shockingly, it was the sea beast that finally spoke. “What will you do?” 

“Hm?” She looked over at him and pondered the question for a moment. “I...do not know. I do not 
know how to ‘solve the Maze’ now, any more than I did as a mortal.” 

“That was not what I meant. I meant what will you do about Valroy?” 

She laughed. “I think I get very little say in what happens.” 

“You might be surprised.” 

Studying him, she tilted her head to the side slightly. “What do you know?” 

“Nothing that is my place to share.” He took a swig from the bottle once again. 

“Well, that isn’t fair at all, is it?” 

He gestured at the world around them with one tired sweep of an arm. “Tir m Aill.” 

The deadpan delivery made her smile, and she would have laughed if he had not looked so utterly 
forlorn. She reached out an arm and placed it around his shoulders. Anfar in his human form 
resembled a man who had been trapped on a floating piece of a shipwreck for weeks. She could see 
his ribs beneath the tattered clothes and netting that he wore. He was smaller than she would have 
expected for a creature whose true shape was so very not small. 

“I will ask you this, Abigail.” He took another heavy swallow from the bottle. “If you were to 
‘solve the Maze,’ and be given the chance to end his life, would you do it?” 

“I have no desire to kill him.” 

“Because you have no desire to kill anyone or anything?” He eyed her thoughtfully. 

Opening her mouth to answer, she paused and let out a heavy sigh. She dropped her arm from 
around his shoulders and looked out over the placid lake. “What am I do to, Anfar? To save two 
worlds from destruction, I am to solve a Maze—something I do not even know how to begin to do. 
And if I do, I am given the choice to kill him. But what manner of price is that? I do not wish for it.” 

“You sacrificed yourself to give two worlds a little more time. You would not kill him to grant 
them even more?” 

“No.” She sighed, her shoulders falling. “I do not know. One was an easy choice. The other isn’t.” 

“He is cruel to you.” 

“Yes, but...” Shutting her eyes, she hung her head. “Why are you friends with him, Anfar?” 

“Because I have no choice.” 

She laughed at that and looked up at him incredulously. “I believe you’ re lying.” 

“I am not.” He grimaced. “If I neglect him, he finds me. It is no choice of mine that he is constantly 
underfoot.” 

“Why do I feel that if others did not intervene, you would never speak to another soul as long as 


you live, Anfar?” 

Lifting the bottle to his lips, he muttered his reply into the neck of it. “Because you have a brain.” 

Laughing again, she leaned against his arm once more, resting her head on his shoulder. She was 
surprised when he leaned his head to rest atop hers. They sat in comfortable silence for another long 
stretch. 

“T will be all right,” he murmured. “I simply am not in this moment.” 

She smiled faintly and, reaching out, took his hand in hers. He squeezed. “And I do not wish to 
kill Valroy for the same reasons you suffer him as a friend. For there is a strange something to him that 
I should find repulsive, and yet I do not.” 

“Then you are beginning to understand.” He squeezed her hand again gently. “And there is hope.” 

“Hope for what?” 

“That you might solve the Maze.” 

She lifted her head from his shoulder to ask him what precisely he meant by that, but she never 
had the chance. 

“Ah, there you are, my little Seelie.” 

Rocketing to her feet, she nearly fell flat on her face as she whirled to face the source of the 
voice. Valroy was leaning against a nearby rock, watching her. His sapphire eyes glittered with 
amusement at how frightened she was. 

She went rigid, waiting for him to launch an attack. Or to chase her. Or...something. Trying to 
summon her vines, she found she couldn’t. He was still holding them back with his own power over 
the Maze. She glared at him. “At least allow me to defend myself!” 

““Ah—ah.” He ticked a finger back and forth in the air in front of him. “No need. Not when you’ re 
near me. And I am insulted that you think I came here to cause you harm.” He took a step forward, 
unfurling his wings. “I merely came to ask you to join me for dinner.” 

Dinner. 

She fidgeted. “Or else?” 

“Or else?” He put his hand to his chest in mock insult. “Do you think I would stoop so low as to 
threaten you over dinner? Anfar, come to my aid, tell her she is misjyudging me.” 

“I think she is judging you just fine.” Anfar took another hard swig from his bottle and grunted. It 
was empty. He shook the container, and then with a lazy shrug of a single thin shoulder, tossed it to the 
ground beside him. “And no.” 

“No, what?” 

“T will not come to your aid.” Anfar sniffed and lowered his head, his stringy hair falling in front 
of his eyes. “Not now, not ever.” 

Abigail frowned at the man, furrowing her brow a little in concern. It was clear the sea beast was 
drunk. Drunk and dismayed. She looked at Valroy with a quirked eyebrow. 

He nodded, as if to say that he was aware of the situation before suddenly resuming his 
pantomime of angst. “Oh, woe is me. Abandoned by my brother and my bride-to-be! Whatever shall I 
do?” He chuckled, his expression turning smug as he watched her with a hungry grin. “No, Abigail, I 
am not here to threaten or play games with you. Not tonight. Tonight...I merely wish to ensure that you 
do not go hungry.” 

“I can take care of myself.” She fidgeted with the edge of her shirt. She was still wearing the dark 
green one that Bayodan had given her well over a week ago. She had nothing else to wear. She must 
look rather terrible, especially when compared to Valroy. 

“Can you, now?” He hummed. “I see. Have you attempted to create food for yourself yet?” His 


prideful grin told her that he already knew the answer. 

She shook her head. 

“Then are you so certain you can? The Maze is known to wreak havoc on the magic of others. In 
truth, I have no idea what this place would do to magic of a Seelie.” 

“You don’t? Why not?” 

He took a step toward her. “That’s simple.” He took another slow step forward. Then a third. She 
made it until the fourth before she retreated. When she did, he tilted his head thoughtfully and looked 
her over. “None have survived long enough to find out.” 

It was a perfect reminder of their situation. That he was an Unseelie prince, responsible for the 
torture and death of some great number of a group that was now “her people.” The Seelie. She thought 
of Uri and all the others she had met who were kind and mostly harmless. And she thought about what 
Valroy would do to them if he had the chance. 

“T will take my chances.” She clenched her fists. “It will not be the first time I have gone hungry.” 

“Hm. Suit yourself. Have a lovely night.” Valroy turned on his heel and began to walk toward the 
shadow of the woods. 

Wait. 

That was it? 

No. He had to have another game. 

Valroy gestured idly over his shoulder. “I will tell Bayodan and Cruinn you declined to dine with 
us.” 

And there it was. “What?” She rushed toward him. She reached to grab his arm before she thought 
better of it and pulled her hand back in to her chest. “Wait!” 

“Hm?” He turned to her, pretending to be confused. “Changed your mind, have you?” 

“Tell me they—they are your guests, and not... not your menu, please.” Worry welled in her, and 
she began to stammer. “Because if you have done anything to them, or—or—” 

Valroy chuckled, and his expression smoothed from his regular one of amused devilishness to one 
of...no, she refused to validate that with a name. When he spoke, his voice was softer. “Come find out 
for yourself. They are both overeager to see you.” 

He held his hand out to her, palm up. Those wicked, dark, and pointed nails of his looked even 
more threatening in the moonlight. He smiled. “Take my hand, little witch.” 

She hesitated. “Just dinner?” 

“Tf you wish.” 

Reaching out, she hovered her hand near his for a moment. To his credit, he did not jump at her or 
lash out. He simply waited. This was her decision to make. Likely so he can taunt me with that fact 
later. She took a moment to glance over at the forlorn and drunken sea beast. “Anfar, are you 
coming?” 

“No.” He paused. “Fine.” 

Valroy obviously bit back a laugh. “Come, Abigail. Take my hand.” 

“For dinner.” 

“Yes.” He rolled his eyes. “Just dinner.” 

“T ama fool.” She sighed and placed her hand in his. 

He pulled her close, and the world folded away. 


CHAPTER TWO 


°° A bigail!” 


She barely had time to gather her wits after reappearing in Valroy’s dining room before she 
was already running toward the person who had spoken. She had not ever been one to jump into 
someone’s arms—but she had a desperate need to hug the creature before her. 

Bayodan laughed as she slung her arms around his neck, and he scooped her up off the ground, 
clutching her tight. “Hello, love.” 

“Are you all right? Are you—are both of you—” She squirmed, instantly wanting to drop back to 
her feet so she could embrace the creature made of glass who had approached them. 

Cruinn was laughing, as well, as they wrapped their arms around her in return, though they left 
Abigail on solid ground. “We were so worried about you.” 

“Worried about me?” She leaned back so she could place her palms against their glass cheeks. 
“Valroy said... he said—” 

“I said that I would ‘do no more harm to them than I already had.’ Or something to that effect,” the 
prince finished for her as he walked to the head of his vast banquet table. “I said nothing of when that 
previous injury had been done, whether it was political or physical, or if I even had them as my 
prisoners in the first place. You merely assumed the worst of me.” 

She shot him a withering glare. 

He grinned and sat down in the elegant throne-like chair and slung one leg over an arm of it. He 
picked up an apple—one of her crimson ones—and took a bite. “Glower at me all you like. Pm 
right.” 

“We are fine.” Cruinn leaned in and kissed her cheek. “We were never in danger. Valroy never 
found us.” 

“To be fair, once she joined the Seelie, I stopped trying.” With the claw of one of his wings, he 
poured himself a goblet of wine. 

“Yes, yes.” Bayodan shook his head and walked to one of the chairs at the table. He sat down 
with a grunt. “You are unchallenged in your mastery of the world. That goes without saying.” 

“I could do without your sarcasm, old friend.” 

“You could, but you know you will not.” Bayodan smiled at the prince and reached over to grasp 
the bottle of wine to pour himself a goblet. “And that is precisely why you suffer our presence.” 

“I suffer your presence, goat, because you are a tactician and a powerful fae.” Valroy took a sip 
from his goblet. “You are useful.” 

“Mmhmm.” Cruinn took Abigail by the hand and led her to the table, urging her to sit. There was a 
seat between Bayodan and Valroy, and she hesitated. The shapeshifter kissed her cheek again and 


whispered, “You are safe. He will not harm you.” 

“It is not precisely ‘harm’ that Iam worried about,” she murmured back. 

“Then there is nothing to worry about.” Cruinn chuckled and patted her shoulder as they went to 
sit on the other side of the table. 

I beg to differ. 

Because Valroy was looking at her like she, not the roasted animal upon the table, was the main 
course. 

Speaking of. 

“You cannot be serious.” She glared at Valroy again. The prince just spread his arms wide and 
grinned back at her. 

Because there on the table, with another of her crimson apples in its mouth, was a roasted wild 
boar. 

She shut her eyes and sighed. There was no point in yelling at him. There was no point in picking 
up the stolen communion silver and hurling it, one piece at a time, at his head. He was what he was, 
and he was not going to change. And his sick sense of humor was going to go nowhere. 

I could kill him. That would solve my problem. 

Yet, fully against her will, she was now hiding a smile behind her hand. Because it was funny, but 
she also did not wish to encourage him. When she could finally tamp her smile down where it 
belonged, she let out another beleaguered sigh and sat in the ornate chair that was left open for her. 

“I know you will not eat it, now that you are Seelie.” Valroy waved a hand dismissively at the 
word, as if it were something contemptable. “But I could not pass up on the chance to continue our 
amusing little joke.” 

“What joke?” Cruinn was already cutting into the animal, slicing themselves a large chunk of the 
meat. 

“Well, you see—” Valroy sat forward, grinning again. 

“Nothing,” Abigail cut him off. “It is nothing.” Her cheeks were burning, and she was probably 
the color of the apple stuffed into the mouth of the boar. She shot Valroy another angry stare, though 
she knew it held absolutely no weight. 

The prince howled with laugher. He reached over and picked up a strand of her hair, curling it 
lazily around his fingers. “What are you so ashamed of, little witch? I did not actually fuck you as a 
boar, unfortunate though that is. It was merely a threat. Unless...” He tilted his head thoughtfully. “You 
are blushing because you secretly wanted me to do so all along.” 

“No!” She grimaced and slapped his hand away from her. “I have wanted no such thing, you vile, 
perverted, disgusting cretin!” 

“Well, then, why do you blush? Hm?” He sat forward, leaning his elbows on the table. He might 
have let go of her hair with his hand, but he reached toward her with the talons of his claw, and she 
felt them slowly rake through her hair by the base of her neck. She shifted, trying to scoot forward and 
out of his grasp, but he was persistent. 

And it made her cheeks grow even warmer. 

Bayodan and Cruinn merely watched the scene silently, each with a different expression. 
Bayodan’s was passive, observant, drinking in every detail. Cruinn’s was far more eager. As if 
something was happening that she did not understand, but that they very much did. 

Valroy’s talon in her hair tightened, fisting her hair tightly in his grasp, pulling her head back by 
the barest amount. “Well?” he purred. 

She had to swallow her gasp. She gripped the edge of the table as she battled the surge of fire that 


roared through her. “This is deeply inappropriate.” 

“Not if you are fae.” His talon kept its tight grasp in her hair, stinging her scalp. But it was not 
pain she felt—not precisely—because while she could feel the sting, it did not really hurt. It was 
something very different. “My question stands, little witch. You blush at the sight of the boar. At the 
mention of my game with you. Why?” 

Her words were a whisper. “I do not know.” 

That made a slow, perfectly evil grin spread over his sharp features. His grasp at the back of her 
neck loosened and then was gone. He sat back and picked up his goblet of wine, sipping it. “Very 
well.” 

Her heart was pounding in her ears. Everything in her body was on edge, screaming at her to run. 
Screaming at her to head for the farthest place she could find. And knowing that if she did, he would 
be nipping at her heels. He would hunt her the entire way. 

And it was not fear that she felt at the thought. 

It was not fear at all. 

She downed her glass of wine in one go, then eagerly reached for the bottle. 

Everyone at the table laughed. 

“What did I miss?” Anfar walked up from the edge of the woods and sat one space away from 
Cruinn. A space away from everyone else. He had apparently gone to find a new bottle of hard 
spirits, for he carried a different antique bottle than before. He plunked it down on the table in front of 
him. 

“Nothing except Valroy going out of his way to embarrass me.” Abigail helped herself to some of 
the food in front of her that she could eat. Potatoes that had been sliced paper thin, drowned in cheese, 
then baked. It looked incredible. For all the meat that was laid out on the table, there were vegetables, 
bread, eggs, and cheese in equal measure. 

She wondered idly if it was on purpose. 

“Nothing new, then.” Anfar sniffed and, reaching over the table, grabbed a hunk of the boar meat 
with his bare hand, ripping it from the rest of the corpse. Abigail wrinkled her nose. 

“Do try not to drip on my nice silver, Anfar.” Valroy slung his leg over the arm of the chair. 
“Saltwater will tarnish it.” 

Anfar muttered something unkind under his breath. 

She frowned at the poor sea creature, her heart breaking for him. She wanted to say something but 
realized her words of sympathy would likely be unwelcome. She shut her mouth again and sighed. 

Bayodan placed a heavy hand on her shoulder, squeezing it gently. She looked up at him, and he 
smiled, nodding once, confirming her suspicion that Anfar was not one for useless platitudes. 

“What did you think of the Seelie?” Cruinn smiled, breaking into the awkward silence. “I hear 
rumor you spent some time with the queen herself.” 

“She drinks. A great deal.” That earned her a laugh from everyone at the table. And even a faint 
smile from Anfar. “But she is kind. She is more...approachable than I feared. When she found me out, 
I thought I would wind up in chains. She fears for her people.” 

“As she should,” Valroy interjected. 

“But the Seelie were not as you lot described them to be.” She remembered the courtiers at 
Titania’s feast and frowned again. “Not entirely.” 

“What do you mean?” Bayodan was meticulously cutting up his food into precise pieces. 

“You Unseelie are...not subtle in your desires. Whatever they may be.” She ignored a snort from 
the prince. “I see what you meant when you say that they lie. They are not duplicitous, not precisely, 


but they keep their cards close to their chests. From what little time I spent with them, I believe they 
enjoy playing games even more than you lot.” 

“Well said.” Bayodan’s smile broadened just a little. “We are the same people, simply two halves 
of the same whole. We are not so very different, in the end.” 

Cruinn huffed. “They are dangerous backstabbers and should never be trusted. Do not listen to our 
lovely mate.” 

“Hear, hear, shapeshifter.” Valroy lifted his goblet in a toast. “Never trust a Seelie.” 

“And am I now on that list?” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Am I now a backstabbing liar?” 

Valroy’s tone dropped to a low growl. “That remains to be seen.” 

Her cheeks went warm. Again. She looked away from him, unable to meet that sapphire gaze. 

“No, you are not like other Seelie. You have not spent enough time amongst them.” Cruinn smiled 
reassuringly. “You were made to be one of them, but you are still our Abigail.” 

It was not so reassuring. “But I am still Seelie.” And I carry with me a dagger that can end his 
life. And I know that if I allowed myself...I could get close enough to use it. 

“I do not think you are capable of treachery.” Bayodan stroked his hand over her hair. “Your heart 
is too large.” 

“Perhaps she has been corrupted by their ways.” Valroy swirled his wine thoughtfully. “I suppose 
we shall see.” 

She stared down at her plate, unsure of what to say. 

“Leave the poor girl alone, will you?” It was Anfar’s turn to glare at the prince. “She is here to 
play your stupid game. Is that not enough?” 

“Nothing is ever enough for me. You should know that by now.” Valroy sipped his wine and then 
reached over the table to grab a roll from a basket. “Although to be fair, I have not tested this theory 
with Abigail yet...” He winked at her, a slight curl to his lips. 

She focused back down on her plate, her cheeks going warm once again. Damn him. Damn him to 
the pits. The simplest action from him ignited something dangerous within her. Dangerous, alluring, 
and desperate to be fed. Her shoulders slumped as a sense of deep hopelessness washed over her. 

She was trapped. He could do with her whatever he liked. Not because she wore iron chains, or 
because she was in a cage. She knew that if she tried, she could likely escape the Maze. And not even 
because what he had said to her was true, that there was no path forward except through the Maze. 

But because she wanted to surrender to him. To feel the bite of the wolf. She wanted precisely 
what he teased her with—well, save the boar—and that was a far more insidious and effective trap 
than any cage he might fashion. 

And it was wrong. 

She should not want him. 

She should not find his company enjoyable. 

She should not yearn for his touch. His laugh. His smile. 

It nearly brought tears to her eyes. How could she kill him? How could she bring herself to drive 
a knife into his heart? Titania was wrong. She did not have the strength to go through with the deed. 
No matter how tiresome she claimed she would come to find the prince. 

“Why so dour, little witch?” A wing talon grabbed the back of her chair and dragged her a foot 
closer to him. “I hate to see you so very glum.” 

She squeaked as the chair moved, clinging to it to keep from falling over. When she went to move 
back, the chair wouldn’t budge. He was too strong for her. She did the only thing she could do—glare. 
Glare, and smack a palm onto his bare chest as hard as she could. 


“Ow.” He laughed, rubbing the spot on his skin. “You are stronger than you were before, Seelie. 
But mind yourself, you are still no match for me, blow for blow.” 

“I am aware. That was not the point.” She went to hit him again, and he caught her wrist easily in 
his hand. Before she could react, he yanked, and she was suddenly moving. But this time, she found 
herself seated squarely in his lap, her back to his chest. “Hey! No—” 

“Shush.” His arm banded around her waist and pulled her tightly to him. “Stop squirming.” He 
nuzzled into her hair, close by her ear, and whispered, “I like the friction.” 

She froze. Yes. That was very clear by what was pressed against her arse. He chuckled and, with 
his other arm, shifted her so she was sitting perpendicular to him, her legs draped over the side of his. 
It was entirely wrong, inappropriate, and...nobody seemed to care. 

Bayodan and Cruinn were casually eating their dinner, as if nothing were awry. Anfar was 
pushing around some bits of meat on his plate with a fork. No one seemed to think anything was 
wrong. 

He crooked a finger underneath her chin and turned her to look up at him. “You are still thinking 
like a human, little witch. Love and lust flow like wine and are shared just as freely.” He tapped the 
end of a finger against her nose, the prick of his sharp nail making her flinch. He chuckled. 

“Must I sit here?” 

“Yes. Until you cheer up. I dislike wherever your thoughts traveled, and I will continue to distract 
you’—he pulled her hips to his, reminding her of his desire, not that she needed it—“if you do not.” 

“T dislike you very deeply.” 

“No. I do not believe you do.” He lowered his head to hers, as if to kiss her. She turned her head 
away, and he settled for pressing a slow, sensual kiss to her throat below her ear. He lingered there, 
and she felt his tongue roll against her skin as he pulled away. She shuddered, and his arm around her 
tightened ever so slightly. “I do not believe you do at all.” 

No. 

She did not dislike him. 

And that was very much the problem. 

The question simply remained—what was she to do about it? 


CHAPTER THREE 


alroy could not keep the grin off his face. He knew he was gloating, and he knew it was rubbing 

Abigail the wrong way. But currently, she was sitting in his lap, rubbing him in the perfect way, 
and he could not help himself. 

She was alive. 

And she was here. 

“Let me up, please.” She shot him a glare. 

“Hm? Why? Am I not comfortable?” He settled the claws of his wing over her shoulder. She was 
so warm and soft. She had been beautiful as a mortal, but now, as a fae? He found the overwhelming 
need to touch her. He kissed her jawline. 

“Because you are—” She shifted, trying to move her head away from his. “You shouldn’t be—” 

He ran his tongue up along the arch of her ear to the point and brought his teeth down on it. He felt 
her twitch, her breath hitching in her chest. She was wearing a green shirt that was three sizes too 
large for her—likely something Bayodan had given her. He wanted to rip it off her and gorge himself. 

“Because you should not be—” She squirmed as he ran his hand up her thigh. “Stop.” 

“Why? You have yet to form a complete sentence.” He knew she wanted him. It was clear in the 
way she looked at him behind the anger and frustration she tried to use for shelter. But he stopped 
tormenting her as she asked. He was not a brute. 

Although he did not remove his hand from her thigh. 

“You said this was just dinner.” 

“And we are only eating.” 

Oh, he would never, ever get tired of that glare. 

“I cannot eat my dinner if you force me to sit here and you do not stop touching me.” She looked 
away, unable to keep his gaze. She was so very shy. So very meek. And yet so very angry. 

“Ah. You are hungry. Of course. I have such terrible manners.” With the talon of his other wing, he 
reached over the table and plucked up a butter roll. He dangled it in front of her. “Here.” 

She reached for it. He pulled it away. 

And now her glower had turned positively vicious. Her jaw ticked. ““What now?” 

“Eat it from my hand.” He lowered the roll closer. “If you are hungry.” 

“I will not eat from your—” She growled and tried to squirm her way off his lap. He tightened his 
grip. She elbowed him in the chest, likely as hard as she could. “Let me up.” 

“Fine. Under one condition.” He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back flush to him. 
“Kiss me once, and you may go.” 

“p 


He lowered his head to her ear. “If you truly objected to this situation, you could have screamed 
for Bayodan or Cruinn, and they would have rushed here to save you. But they have not even batted an 
eye. See how they converse with each other and Anfar? No one is judging you.” 

Her cheeks went a deep shade of crimson, and she finally met his gaze, her moss-green eyes 
searching his for something. For a sign that he was lying or taunting her, perhaps. But she would find 
none. He found himself enamored of those green lips of hers. The color suited her. 

“I want to lay you down in a field of grass and flowers,” he murmured, his words only for her. “I 
want to kiss every inch of your naked body and make good on my threat to count every single freckle 
you own.” He tightened his grasp on her thigh, just a little. “I want to bring you pleasure like you have 
never known. I will make you feel as though you are amongst the stars. You will feel such bliss, 
Abigail...that is all I want from you.” 

She was frozen, her breathing coming fast and short. She did not move or resist as he hovered his 
lips closer to hers, watching those eyes go wide in fear and anticipation. 

“Touch me, Abigail.” Who was he to beg for affection? Who was he to ask for such a thing? He 
felt like a pauper, hands outstretched, begging for a scrap. “Kiss me...please.” He could kiss her right 
now, and she would not resist him. But he wanted her to kiss him. What was wrong with him? What 
had she done to him? 

He knew. He knew the make and manner of the poison she had sunk deep into his veins. It was 
love. And it was love that he was desperate to have returned. 

Please, Abigail. 

Show me that this love of mine might not be destined for tragedy. 

It was hard to not hold his breath as he watched her debate her choices. Slap him, claw at his face 
until he let her go...or do as he asked. 

She lifted her hand, and for a moment he wondered if she was not going to actually attempt to tear 
out his eyes. But carefully, hesitantly, as if she wondered if he was going to bite her, she placed her 
fingertips to his cheek. He leaned into her touch, just the smallest amount, letting his eyes slide half 
shut. 

Emboldened just a little, she let her palm lay flat against his cheek, her thumb stroking along his 
skin. He let her explore him. She combed her fingers through his hair, and he nearly growled in 
pleasure. Watching her through lidded eyes, he saw her fascination written clearly upon her face as 
she touched the many silver rings he wore in his ear. 

And then watched her blush as she likely remembered those were not the only piercings he had. 

He fought back a grin and barely won. It was easy to be distracted by her touch as it wandered 
down his throat. She put her palm flat against his chest and leaned in as if to kiss him. 

But she stopped. 

That eager curiosity was suddenly marred once more by grief. Such painful grief and 
hopelessness. He had seen it on her earlier at dinner, and it was what had inspired him to drag her 
into his lap. 

He had seen that expression on her before. 

Right before she had surrendered to the Gle’Golun. 

“I know you do not wish to want me.” He kept his voice low, words only for her. “And I know 
you do anyway.” 

She lowered her head, trying to hide from him. 

He caught her chin with the crook of a finger and brought her back to him. There would be no 
hiding from him anymore. “What you feel is not wrong, Abigail.” It was his turn to cup her cheek in 


his palm. 

“You are trying to destroy two worlds. I should not feel this way about a man who wishes such 
death and destruction. I can accept that you are Unseelie. I can accept the cruelty that is your nature. 
But all that death? I will find a way to stop you.” She shut her eyes, tilting her head into his touch. 
“But here I am, sitting in your lap, and I...” 

“You and I may fight in one moment and make love the next. You needn’t be my ally to be my 
lover.” He rested his forehead against hers, hoping that his words found their mark. “Look at the three 
creatures who sit at the table and call themselves my friends. Yet they oppose me at every 
opportunity.” 

“But I...” 

“You are thinking like a mortal, still.” He smiled and kissed her forehead. “Go, take your chair 
again. Eat your dinner. We will speak more of this later tonight.” 

She blinked at him in confusion. “Pardon?” 

“T release you from my bargain.” He unwrapped his arms from around her and withdrew his wing 
from where it still rested at her shoulder. “For now.” 

She climbed from his lap after another second of hesitation and took her chair once more. Her 
cheeks were the color of beets. She muttered something to Bayodan, who merely chuckled and put a 
hand on her back, rubbing her shoulders. 

Valroy would not take her tonight. 

She was not ready for that. 

But he was not done with her this evening. 

Not in the slightest. 


ABIGAIL DID NOT KNOW what to do with herself. She was seated at a table with three high-ranking 
Unseelie courtiers, and the Bloody Prince himself. She should be terrified. She should be absolutely 
beside herself. 

But she was laughing. 

“—the ship righted itself; with only one man on board. What am I supposed to do with that?” 
Anfar became more talkative when he was drunk, and he had been goaded into telling a story after 
listening to two from Cruinn and one from Bayodan. “I thought to myself that if he had survived all 
that, who was I to kill him?” He sniffed. “I let him live. I figured it was the will of the gods. But the 
bastard wouldn’t move, so I ended up pushing him to shore. It took four hours. Worst night of my 
life.” 

“And his, by the sound of it.” Abigail smiled at the sea beast. 

And around they went. Bayodan told another tale, this time of a trek he took deep into tunnels of 
the Earth, where he met dwarves who claimed to be from the frozen north. 

Bayodan told tales of wisdom and adventure. Cruinn told tales that were always humorous. But 
when Valroy began to tell his own story, she found she hung on every word. It was the tale of a battle 
that he had fought against humans, long ago. 

It was a war where many must have died. He told of cleaving a man’s chest in two with his 
sword. He spoke of how deep their spears dug into him, and how many Unseelie soldiers they lost in 
the fight. But there was a strange kind of honor in his voice when he spoke of those who had fallen. 


The humans had earned his respect that day, though he ended his tale with “too bad I had to kill them 
for it.” 

She ate and drank her fill. And perhaps she drank a bit more than her fill. But for the first time in a 
long time, she felt...oddly at peace. She found herself studying one of the silver spoons, emblazoned 
with the mark of Christ, that he had lifted from some church or another. Perhaps it was the wine. 
Perhaps Valroy had enchanted it again. But she was not afraid. And the strife that she had felt earlier 
was washed away by the friendly conversation. 

Even if the mght air was turning cold enough that she shivered, she found she was enjoying 
herself. Even if it was a bit against her will. 

“Come, Abigail.” A touch on her wrist brought her back to the moment. 

She looked up, surprised to see that it was Valroy who had spoken. He was standing beside her 
chair, his hands clasping the back of it. It was the claw of his wing that had touched her. He smiled, 
and there was nothing cruel in it for a change. She blinked and opened her mouth to protest but found 
she did not know what she was arguing against. “Go where?” 

“The air grows chill this time of year. Let us sit by the fire. There is still wine to be had.” He 
lifted his claw to offer it to her as though it were his hand. Someday she would become used to them. 
Today was not that day. 

“You said this was just dinner.” 

“Hm. Perchance I lied.” He grinned mischievously down at her. “Bayodan, Cruinn, Anfar, will 
you join us? I wish to sit somewhere more comfortable.” 

“T will return home.” Anfar stood, if on very shaky legs. “I think I will need to be unconscious 
before long.” 

“May you sleep well, then, you overgrown pile of seaweed.” Valroy smiled at his friend. 

Anfar only grunted in reply as he walked off into the woods and was gone. Bayodan and Cruinn 
stood, and the goat man gestured for Valroy to lead the way. What was she to do? She could not very 
well refuse. Well, she knew she could, but she found she did not want to. 

Damn the wine. 

Standing, she placed her hand into Valroy’s talon. It closed gently around her wrist. She noticed 
the sharp points were missing—oh. He could retract them. It seemed he just chose not to on a regular 
basis. Of course not. This is Valroy. 

He shifted her hand to one of his more normal ones and kissed the back of it gently, before leading 
her from the table and into the woods down a narrow path. It wasn’t long before they reached a 
clearing, dominated in the center by a large, square fire pit. It already burned bright and filled the 
space with dancing amber shadows. 

And the warmth of it made her smile. Surrounding it were pillows and blankets strewn about in 
clumps. “What is with you and stealing pillows?” She eyed Valroy narrowly. 

“Stealing? Me?” He laughed, free of his normal malice, and hugged her into his side. She 
squeaked in surprise and went stiff, but 1t seemed like a harmless gesture. “Hardly. When I am 
victorious, and I conquer a human town, I merely take my spoils of war as I see fit. I deeply enjoy 
pillows, don’t you?” 

“T...] guess?” 

He was moving again, arm still around her. He sat down in one of the bigger piles of cushions. 

And he dragged her down along with him. She yelped in protest and tried to wriggle free of him. 
She was almost successful, until one of those large wings of his curled around her and forcefully 
pulled her back down to his side. 


“I am not going to—” 

“Shush and be still, will you?” Valroy chuckled. “I simply want you here beside me.” 

Bayodan and Cruinn sat opposite them over the fire, the goat man shrugging out of the long black 
oilskin great coat that he wore and tossing it aside. It was the first time she had seen him without it. 
There was black writing inked into his back in long curling spirals, forming a shape that she knew 
was some manner of dark magic. 

Cruinn was already sprawled out on the cushions, their limbs spread wide, basking in the 
comfort. The fire glinted off the many millions of glass shards that comprised their body, making them 
glitter. 

“You are fascinated by them.” Valroy yet again interrupted her thoughts as he nuzzled close to her 
ear. “Do you want them?” 

“I—no—” It was true. She didn’t. Not entirely. Why didn’t she resist as Valroy wrapped an arm 
around her waist and pulled him close to his side? She should be struggling. She should be fighting 
him. 

He offered her a glass of wine. “Here, darling. Calm your nerves.” 

“T should not be drunk around you.” 

Tracing the sharp nail of a single finger along her hairline, he tucked a strand of it behind her ear. 
He hesitated, examining it, and its new point. “You are not drunk. You are not nearly there. Anfar is 
drunk.” 

She smiled sadly. “I am very worried about him.” 

“Do not be. He will be all right. He is coming to terms with the death of Astasha, and all that it 
means for him.” 

“He loved her.” 

“No, he loved the thought of her. Not the actual woman. He is merely cripplingly lonely and 
knows not how to allow someone to be close to him.” He stroked his fingers through her hair, sharp 
nails combing her scalp. She bit back a moan but could not help letting her eyes slip shut. The glass of 
wine was forgotten. 

When Valroy was near her, it was so easy to forget that anything else existed. When he was near 
her, it was so easy to forget that she was meant to destroy him. But right now, she was warm. She was 
as safe as she could be, with her two guardians keeping an eye on things, and Valroy was not being 
too dastardly. 

Which was somewhat disappointing. 

No, it isn t. 

“May I have that kiss from you, Abigail?” 

She was shocked at how polite his tone was. She lifted her head, stirred out of the lull of his 
touch. He was watching her calmly, perhaps even seriously. All the smug darkness had left him, and 
what she saw in its place was only...affection. 

True affection. 

“Valroy?” She reached up to touch him, to rest her palm against his cheek. He leaned into her 
touch, his eyes slipping shut in turn, as if he were starved for the sensation. “What am I to you?” 

“You are to be my queen.” He pressed his palm to the back of her hand, trapping it there, as if he 
were worried she would take it away. “I find your sadness hurts me as if it were my own. Your 
death. ..I thought a piece of me died with you that day, and I would never get it back.” 

Sapphire eyes finally met hers. He did not tell her in so many words how he felt, but perhaps he 
did not know how to express it himself. Or perhaps he knew she was not yet ready to hear them. 


“You said this was only going to be dinner...” 

“Perhaps I do not understand how you humans spend your evening.” There was that wry curl to 
his lips, that devilishness. “Or you do not quite yet understand the fae.” He lowered his head closer to 
hers. “Kiss me, Abigail. Please. No tricks. No deals. No trades. Just a kiss.” 

Damn her. 

May all the gods, new and old, damn her to whatever pits they could imagine. 

It was wrong. 

He was wrong. 

But she met his lips with hers. 

And she kissed him. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


V alroy slipped an arm around Abigail’s back as she kissed him. She tasted of all the sweetest 
summer fruits, and he let out a quiet groan against her. Yes, Abigail. Her embrace was tender and 
shy, unsure and uncertain. 

It was perfect. 

He leaned back, slowly taking her with him, until she was lying atop his chest, her hands resting 
against him. And still, she kissed him. He tangled a hand in her long garnet hair, his other splayed out 
on her lower back. When he turned his head to deepen the kiss, she hesitated for only a moment 
before allowing it. 

And when he flicked his tongue against her lips? 

She parted them. 

He tightened his grasp on her hair and pulled her tighter to him as she moaned against his lips. He 
was now the one kissing her, but he did not care. He delved his tongue into her, dancing against her 
own, savoring every sensation. 

When they finally parted, she was breathless. Her eyes were shut, and she looked perfectly 
enraptured. He did not know that he felt much different. He stroked his thumb gently over her cheek, 
and it was enough for her to blink her eyes open to meet his gaze. 

He smiled, as gentle as he could manage, and said nothing. He wanted to ask her to do it again. He 
wanted to ask her if he could part those wonderful legs of hers and have her. But she would be too 
frightened to say yes. 

One step at a time. 

He would have to play his cards carefully. She was— 

A gasp and a quiet groan from across the fire caught her attention. She turned to see where it came 
from, and her cheeks instantly went red. Valroy lifted his head to see what it was, and chuckled. 

“I—I should go.” Her words were barely more than a whisper, and a little strangled. 

“This is how we fae enjoy our time after we feast, little witch.” He lifted his head to scrape his 
teeth along her jaw before kissing her there. She shivered. At his touch, or because of what she saw, 
he was not quite certain. And he was not so certain he cared. “Come, now. Do not be so hasty.” 

“No, I—” She tried to stand, and he was having none of it. He pulled her back down to him, 
putting her abruptly between his legs, her back to his chest. She froze, but she did not fight him. 

“Shush.” He tucked her head underneath his chin and wrapped his arms around her. Her focus was 
not on him. Her focus was on the couple across the fire. Bayodan and Cruinn were making love. 

Bayodan was on his back, his hand tangled in the glass-like hair of Cruinn, who was lavishing the 
goat man’s length with their tongue. Fully freed from his sheath, Bayodan was as beastly as the rest of 


him below the belt. Inhuman, pointed, with a bulge at the base. Valroy had seen the Unseelie lord 
make love many times. 

In their world, such things were not taboo. Such things were not forbidden and hidden away. 
Cruinn took their mate’s arousal into their mouth greedily. Valroy had always found it fascinating, 
both seeing the shapeshifter and through the shapeshifter at the same time. Bayodan let out a low 
growl and gripped Cruinn’s hair tighter, shoving more of himself down their throat. 

But he had another, far more delicious distraction than watching Bayodan and Cruinn make love. 
For Abigail could not seem to rip her eyes away from the sight of them. He grinned, glad that she did 
not see the fiendishness in his expression. 

Oh, tonight was going to be a great deal of fun. 


ABIGAIL SHUT HER EYES, trying to banish the sight of Cruinn lying between the legs of Bayodan, 
pleasuring their mate. She knew of such acts; she wasn’t a nun. She had seen other Seelie couples 
casually making love, and it had not struck her in such a way. 

And it was not disgust she felt as she watched them. 

It was not jealousy. 

It was not even morbid fascination. 

It...did something to her. Something she did not understand. Something she did not wish to 
understand. But Bayodan’s breathy growls told her precisely what was happening, even if she kept 
her eyes squeezed shut. 

Her desperate attempts to ignore the world around her made her nearly forget who was sitting at 
her back, his arms draped around her, thighs to either side of her. 

“Poor Abigail...” 

She went to stand. She should get out of here. Excuse herself, and— 

He turned her head forcefully to his, the tenderness of his previous embrace nothing but a memory, 
and devoured her lips with his. His kiss was rough and needy, bruising and commanding. A hand 
fisted the hair at the back of her neck and cinched it tight, stinging her scalp. 

She gasped. And his tongue invaded her mouth once more. He was the conquering force. She 
found she had lost the will to struggle. He growled deep in his chest, nearly matching Bayodan’s 
expressions of pleasure. 

Her head was reeling when he parted, his breath hot as it washed against her cheek. His chest was 
heaving as well—at least he was not entirely untouched by what he had just done. Her lips felt 
swollen, and he made matters worse as he nipped at her lower lip. “Do you enjoy watching them?” 

She could only stammer and found she could not form an answer. Did she? Was it wrong if...if 
she said yes? Was it an insult if she said no? 

He turned her head to face forward again, and she found she was staring. Bayodan was standing 
now, both his hands fisted into Cruinn’s hair. He was pumping his length down their throat, barely 
stopping to let them breathe, if they even needed to. It was such a surreal and inhuman sight—a man 
with the legs and the, eh, parts, of an animal, and a shapeshifter made of glass. 

See-through glass. 

Valroy ran his tongue along the edge of her ear, chuckling at how it made her jolt. “You are so 
beautiful, Abigail...so perfect. Gods, look at you.” He bit the tip of her ear again, not hard enough to 


break the skin, but hard enough to sting. 

She let out a mewling whine in answer. 

It was all too much. He was too much. The wine, the warmth of the fire, the sight playing out 
before her. 

Bayodan tore Cruinn from him, muttered something down to his mate in a guttural, husky snarl, 
and threw them to the pillows. Cruinn only laughed, grinning that playful, teasing expression of theirs, 
and parted their legs. Bayodan wasted no time in filling the gap, thrusting hungrily. 

Cruinn threw their head back and moaned in ecstasy, goading on their lover, inviting Bayodan’s 
increasingly harder and rougher movements. 

Abigail could barely breathe. It felt as though Na’len’s poison was pumping through her, pitching 
her into a state of need that was all at once intoxicating and wrong. She turned her head away, shutting 
her eyes. 

Valroy tutted. 

He snaked a hand up under her shirt, and before she could protest, grabbed her breast and 
squeezed. Hard. The pricks of his nails against her skin sat in sharp contrast to the ache he caused her. 
Her eyes flew open wide again as she nearly wailed, swallowing the sound and choking it down. 

His grip relented and began to knead her, caressing and groping her. She could not form words. It 
felt—gods, forgive her, it felt so good. His other hand joined the first, mirroring the actions, and she 
arched into his embrace, her head falling back against his shoulder. 

“Is that what you want me to do to you? Hm?” He kissed her cheek, slow and hot, before grinning 
against her skin. “Do you want me to use your throat, then throw you to the ground and rut you like an 
animal?” 

She could only gasp and mewl as he pinched her nipples, nearly bringing tears to her eyes. She 
grabbed on to him, but she was not pulling him away. No, she was holding on for dear life. “Valroy,” 
she breathed, helpless. 

“Lie down, Abigail.” He released her. 

“I—I can’ t—I—” 

“Let me bring you pleasure, little Seelie. Let me devour you.” He nipped her ear again. “I did say 
this was just dinner, didn’t I?” When she let out another overwhelmed whine, he chuckled, his voice 
husky and dark. “Don’t be afraid. Lie down for me, Abigail...” 

Gods help her. 

Gods forgive her. 

She shifted, shakily climbing from his lap. Watching him like he was some great beast, stalking 
her in the night, she...she lay down on her back on the pillows. 

She could hear the sounds of Bayodan and Cruinn as they made love not ten paces away. And she 
could not do anything but watch as Valroy climbed over her, caging her in. His gaze raked down her 
body and back up, a groan leaving his throat. 

“Oh, Abigail...” The claws of his wings gathered the hem of her shirt and pulled. She lifted her 
arms up over her head as he stripped the shirt from her body and tossed it aside. His hands were 
quick to resume their task of working over her body, grasping her breasts and greedily squeezing. 

When he lowered his head to her body, his tongue rolling over her nipple, she let out a small cry 
and writhed beneath him. It sent sparks of fire cascading through her. He grinned. “So sensitive...” 

She went to reply, when he dug his teeth into her nipple, hard enough that she would be amazed if 
he had not broken the skin. She thrashed so hard he had to pin her down, the claw of one wing 
catching her wrist and pinning it back over her head, the other holding down her shoulder. He was 


lying between her legs, tongue lavishing the spot that he had just so thoroughly tormented. 

In the wake of the pain, she was shivering, her body crying out with need. When he repeated the 
pattern on the other side, the pain was not so jarring. She whimpered and moaned, but she kept her 
squirming to a minimum. 

Where his mouth was not, his fingers took over. And when the claw against her shoulder took the 
place of his hand, its claws retracted as to not slice her open, she watched in fascination. It was just 
as strong and deft as his human hands. 

He was unlacing her trousers. She whimpered, and he tutted her again quietly. “This is not how 
you will have me for the first time.” He shifted to raise his hand and kiss her slowly, as if to calm her 
fears. Curse him, but it worked. He trailed his kisses down her throat, supporting his weight with his 
wings, as he finished unlacing her trousers and pulled them down. 

She did not fight him as he peeled them off and tossed them aside to join her shirt, leaving her 
naked beneath him. His kisses continued to trail farther down, between her breasts, along her navel... 

She jolted when she realized what he meant to do. He laughed again and kissed her abdomen, 
peering up at her through lidded, lust-darkened eyes. “What did you think I meant when I said I was to 
devour you?” 

“J—I was not—I was not sure.” 

“Did Marcus never do this?” He arched an eyebrow. All he received in return was her cheeks 
growing hot as if they burst into flames. He shook his head. “Human men. His loss.” 

He lowered himself to her, parting her thighs wide for him. She whimpered, turning her head 
away shyly. But stars lit up behind her eyes as he dragged his tongue slowly up her core, before 
centering on her sensitive bud. 

He said he planned to devour her. 

He made good on the promise. 

When his fingers took the place of his tongue, instead choosing to delve deep inside her, she 
bucked and wailed. He had to pin her down, growling loudly as he did. It was a primal sound, one of 
a beast claiming his territory. And she surrendered to it. 

It did not take long before she was gasping, her body tightening around nothing, wishing 
desperately that there was something, anything to fill the need she felt inside her. And still, Valroy 
devoured her, tongue lavishing and plunging, fingers deftly working her. 

When ecstasy came over her, she saw stars in her vision as he had promised. She arched her back, 
crying out his name, hands uselessly grasping the pillows around her. She thought she had known 
pleasure in her life. 

She had been very wrong. 

If this is only the beginning...how am I to resist what else he has to offer me? 

He kissed the inside of her thigh once, twice, three times, as she twitched and shuddered. Slowly, 
he kissed his way back up her body, before he shifted his weight over her with his arms, caging her 
in. 

She was afraid to look. She was afraid to see his gloating expression and his dark, twisted sneer. 
How he would lord this moment of weakness over her. He sank to one elbow and rested his forehead 
against her temple. “Thank you, Abigail.” 

“T...I1 did nothing.” 

“You gave to me. That is everything.” He kissed her cheek. 

She blinked her eyes open to turn and look up at him. His dark blue hair fell in tendrils around his 
face like a curtain. Reaching up with a shaking hand, she tucked some behind his ear. He smiled. 


“Our guests are enjoying their own rest now.” He motioned his head across the fire. Abigail 
glanced over to see that Bayodan and Cruinn were nearly asleep in each other’s arms, Bayodan 
tracing lazy circles over the back of the shapeshifter who lounged against his chest. “Come, let us go 
to bed. The sun will be up soon.” 

She could insist he leave her be, that she would rather sleep on the dirty ground. But after what 
they had just done, who was she kidding? She would be needlessly punishing herself. 

He sat up and offered her a hand. She took it, this time without hesitation. The world folded away 
from them, and she groaned in dismay as she remembered how very much she hated when he did that. 

One pile of pillows had been traded for another. She was now sitting in his bed. 

Naked. 

Someday—maybe someday—being naked in his presence would not be so startling to her. As if 
sensing her discomfort, he handed her a thick fur blanket. She gathered it around herself, glad for the 
warmth. 

But he did not join her. He was walking away. She frowned. “Where are you going?” 

“Hm? Ah. I must...well...” He gestured down at himself. She saw the shockingly detailed outline 
of his arousal in his trousers, looking quite painful in the way that it was trapped. Her cheeks went 
hot, and she looked down at her lap. He laughed. “You are too cute. I will not be able to sleep if I do 
not ‘deal’ with myself.” 

The mental image sparked a fire in her. She shook her head, forcing those thoughts away. There 
was also a strange, sudden pang of guilt. It stung at her sharply, and she found she could not stand it. 
“Wait.” 

“Hm?” He paused, turning to look back to her. 

“T...feel as if I am being rude, if I do not return the favor to you.” She finally worked up the nerve 
to look up at his face. “You...did that and did not ask for anything in return.” 

“That, my dear little Seelie, is precisely the point.” He grinned. “And you will pay me back in 
kind soon enough. Make yourself comfortable. It will not take me long.” He huffed. “You put me in 
quite the state. Unless you want to come watch me as I —” 

“Stop! Stop. No. Begone.” She wailed in dismay and fell back on the bed, throwing a pillow over 
her head. 

Valroy laughed as he left her there. When he returned, she was already half asleep. Her exhaustion 
had joined with the wine. He murmured something quiet and gentle to her as he joined her beneath the 
fur blanket. 

When he reached out to her, she crawled into his embrace, laid her head upon those blue ink 
markings of his, and shut her eyes. 

Perhaps it was the wine. 

Perhaps it was not. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


T itamia was pacing. Again. The sun had just crawled above the horizon, and already her mood was 
foul. Namely, because she was not alone. It was one thing to deal with the Din’Lae on a full 
stomach, after her morning tea, and when she was fully awake. 

It was another thing when the court felt the need to call a session earlier than should be legally 
allowed. 

Perhaps I will make a new rule. Yes. I shall. No court proceedings before noon. 

“He has one of us prisoner. This should not stand!” 

She pinched the bridge of her nose and shut her eyes, praying to the gods for patience. “Lord 
Nula, you were there when we discussed the arrangement. She has done this willingly. This is how 
her path must unfold.” 

One of the ladies of the court spoke up. “And you are positive that he shall not corrupt her? Use 
her to become more powerful?” 

Titania could not remember the woman’s name for the life of her. Either because it was painfully 
early in the morning, or because it wasn’t that important. Likely, both were true. “I do not know that 
for certain. No one does.” 

“You may have just agreed to release to the Bloody Prince one of the most powerful Seelie to 
ever live.” Lord Nula shook his head. 

“In hopes that she might prove to be a valuable assassin. She is equipped with the ability to kill 
him. Now, we will wait to see if she has the strength of will.” Titania stopped her pacing to glare at 
the assembled courtiers. 

“But how long shall we wait? And what shall we do if it is then too late to stop him?” Lady Still- 
couldn’ t-remember-her-name complained. 

“Tf you think I have gone into this endeavor without my own assurances in place, then you truly 
believe me to be a fool, and I question your loyalty.” Titania shook her head. “I was not about to hand 
over a Seelie, made by the gods, into the hands of our enemy, without ensuring that I had options.” 

Silence. The courtiers all glanced at each other. 

“You are all idiots.” She sighed and walked away from them, waving her hand. “You are all 
dismissed. I am done with you.” She paused, turned on her heel, and glared. “And no more of these 
summonses before noon!” 

With a huff, she returned to her bedroom and collapsed onto the mattress with a groan. Oberon 
chuckled and rolled over, draping an arm across her. “Be patient with them. You know how starved 
they are for any bit of intrigue.” 

“Tnsomuch as an inebriate starves for the bottle.” She draped an arm over her eyes and sighed. 


“They are tiresome. And they will meddle and ruin things if I am not careful.” 

“Then I trust you to be careful.” Oberon leaned in to kiss her temple. 

And she was. Or she was, to the best of her ability. Valroy was a dangerous opponent to play on 
the board of politics. He was clever, and he would manipulate any situation to suit him best. It was 
not that he outclassed her outright, it was simply that he seemed to have no weaknesses that she could 
exploit. 

Until now. 

Abigail was the perfect flaw. She was precisely everything Valroy was not—sweet, gentle, 
kindhearted, and trusting—and precisely everything Valroy hungered for. She was beautiful, ignorant 
of her own sensuality, and for all intents and purposes she might as well be an irresistible sugary treat 
on a tray set just out of reach. A tray that was not to be eaten from. 

And Valroy was not the kind of man to resist stealing such a thing. 

Moreover, if her spy had spoken true, he had been distraught at the mortal girl’s death, barely 
eating, barely sleeping. There was only one possible reason for someone so wrapped up in his own 
enormous ego to act in such a way. 

Valroy was in love. 

And a man who was in love was a man who was vulnerable. 

Titania would not even need to exploit Abigail to drive the arrow through the gap in Valroy’s 
armor. No, she would not seek to hurt Abigail to hurt him. Such plans were always shortsighted, and 
she was always one to choose the long play that guaranteed victory in the war versus the quick win in 
any one battle. 

And she was at war with the Bloody Prince, there was no mistaking it. Swords may not have yet 
clashed, but his intentions were clear. Therefore, she would be forced to strike the first blow. 

Hopefully, Abigail did what needed to be done once she was tired of being rutted by the selfish 
beast. Once the mysterious allure of Valroy ran thin, she would see that her act of violence was in fact 
one of mercy. 

The rabid dog needed to be put down. 

And if she did not? If Valroy did manage to corrupt her? 

Then...a man in love was a man distracted. 


VALROY HAD A SHOCKINGLY difficult time sleeping. He should be out cold, after the amount of wine he 
had drunk and how victorious he felt. Abigail had surrendered a little of herself—given in to him, 
even just the tiniest amount. 

She slumbered in his arms. She had joined him willingly. Kissed him willingly. She was not his 
prisoner. And bless her overly gentle heart, she had worried that she was being rude and neglectful of 
him. 

The memory of it almost made him laugh. The poor little thing had looked so concerned that he 
was going to be upset with her, he had nearly changed his mind and returned to her. He had plans for 
how he wished their first time making proper love would unfold—and that had nearly ruined them all. 

But no. He had to finish himself, lest he get carried away. It would be too easy to get swept up in 
the moment with her. And he nearly had, truth be told. She had been the barest breath away from being 
very sore when she woke up. 


After he eventually let her sleep. 

He managed to keep himself reined in, if barely. And his prize was curled against his chest on her 
side, facing toward him, and he toward her. The Autumn air was crisp, and, under the fur blankets, he 
had draped one of his wings over them both. 

Tracing the back of his knuckles over her cheek, he was careful not to wake her. But he could not 
take his eyes off her. She had been gone. Dead. Pried from his hands. Taken from him. Stolen out of 
his grasp on the eve of the night he would have won her. 

He had seen it in her eyes when she had apologized to him for having hurt him. He saw it in her at 
dinner. He saw it in her as she reluctantly allowed him to pleasure her. And most importantly, he saw 
it when he told her how he felt for her. 

She did not hate him. Perhaps she even felt something like the newest sparks of affection. 

And that simply did not sit well with her moral code. Damnable things, morals. He smiled 
sarcastically to himself. He had his own code of honor, though everyone else might believe 
differently. He wished to marry someone he could tolerate—if he were only after death and 
destruction, he would have worn the crown many centuries before. 

That wasn’t true, was it? Tolerate. No...he had wanted someone he could more than tolerate. He 
wanted someone who did not look at him in revulsion. In contempt. In loathing clothed in friendship. 

That was why he had chosen a mortal. 

He wanted someone who might look at him...the way she did. In fascination, attraction, anger, 
humor...and now and then, if the stars aligned, in kindness. And when he had told her how her death 
had hurt him—there was kindness in her eyes. 

When he told her how he felt for her—there it was again. 

And each moment felt like a nail in his own coffin. That he was doomed to be here beside her, no 
matter the course, or else he might as well be dead in the ground. 7 love her. By the stars, I love her. 

And I am terrified of what that means. 


ABIGAIL AWOKE with a yawn and a stretch and snuggled closer to the object that was keeping her 
warm. An object that for a moment she forgot had wings, tattoos, long blue hair, and muscles. When 
she opened her eyes, she was surprised to see him still asleep beside her. 

The lines of his face had all smoothed, and she was amazed at how...peaceful he looked. How 
innocent. She had a hard time thinking Valroy had ever been either of those things. At some point he 
had rolled onto his back beside her, taking her with him. One of the claws of his wings lay next to his 
head on the pillow near hers. She was lying on his wing, and for a moment she was worried it might 
hurt him. He would not have fallen asleep like this if it was painful, you nit. 

She eyed the talons, with their long, pointed claws. The ones that she now knew he could retract. 
But it seemed they were extended when they were relaxed, not the other way around. She reached up 
and carefully, hesitatingly, ran her finger over the palm of his claw. 

Even with all the times he had grabbed her with them, she never really had the chance to study 
them. He was such a runaway stallion—bad choice of words—and seemed spurred on by some sort 
of whirlwind that she never had a breath to just be near him. 

And she should not have found herself wishing this had not been her first chance. 

Her guilt and shame over her situation with Valroy were going to become more and more 


problematic as the days went on. She would either need to let them drive her away from his arms, or 
she would have to accept that she could, like the rest of Valroy’s so-called companions, be his friend, 
but not his ally. 

Or his lover. 

Was that what they were now? Certainly not by fae standards, where everyone seemed to sleep 
around with everyone else. Oh, gods—had she really sat there and watched Bayodan and Cruinn? She 
bit back a whine and shut her eyes. It was what it was. And the wine was not to blame. 

I am learning a great deal about myself as of late. 

The pad of Valroy’s claw was a little rough, a little bit like that of a dog, but still smooth enough 
that it was not overly craggy. The actual pointed nails were wicked things, and she did not dare press 
her finger to the tip. She knew she would bleed. 

Placing her palm to the one that was so very inhuman, she used her fingers to straighten the talons, 
then let them relax again, watching how they hinged and moved. The fingers were long and thin, and 
easily two or three times the size of her own. He wore silver jewelry around them as though they 
were normal digits. 

And she supposed that, to him, they were. 

The skin of his wings was so translucent that she could make out the fabric and patterns of the 
pillows beneath them. But as she stroked her fingers along the surface, it did not seem fragile or 
weak. 

He could not very well rush into battle with delicate wings, now, could he? 

She traced one of the bones of the “arm” of his wing, fascinated at the musculature there. When 
she reached where it disappeared beneath him, she finally looked up. 

To see him watching her. Sapphire eyes were lidded, and his expression was still serene. 

He smiled at her. “Don’t let me stop you.” There was so much warmth in those words, she did not 
know what to do. She was beginning to become accustomed to the sarcastic, sneering, vicious Valroy. 
Even the lusty, predatory one. 

But this one? 

In his quiet moments? 

It cut her to the quick. Her cheeks went a little warm, and she pushed up to sitting, careful not to 
crush his wing—well, she tried. She was seated upon it. “Oh—” 

“It does not hurt. They can deflect arrows and swords. Your arse, while it could be considered an 
instrument of war, poses my wings no threat.” He smirked. 

There was the Valroy she was comfortable with. 

“Hah, hah.” She pulled the blanket around her lap, though she did not bother to cover her breasts. 
Why, when he was so very familiar with them now? It seemed silly. His gaze lingered on them for a 
moment, but to his credit, he did look back up. 

“You are wondering ‘what now,’ hm?” He shifted his arm to rest his hand idly on her thigh. 
“Where do we go from here?” 

“Literally and figuratively.” She sighed. “You have set upon me an impossible task.” 

“Have I? I believe I remember you asking to make a deal with me this time, little witch.” He 
chuckled, resting his head back on the pillow. “But do tell.” 

“Tell me what it means to solve the Maze. It has no puzzle that I can even find, let alone endeavor 
to undo. I do not even know where to begin.” Her shoulders slumped. She felt deflated. “And now I 
find myself sleeping naked in your bed. My enemy. What am I to do?” 

He took a breath, held it, and let it out. “Now you are playing my sympathies against me, Abigail. 


For I do love to watch you wriggle on the end of a hook. But what I do not like is you being defeated. 
It is a disgusting waste of your talent at being so very indignant. You give me those large, sad, doe 
eyes...and I will give you anything you ask for.” He tutted. “How evil. How perfectly manipulative of 
you.” 

“Manipulative of me?” She growled and pointed a finger at him, ready to lecture him about how 
entirely backward he had the entire situation, only to see his eyes sparkling in mischief. With a frown, 
she opted instead to slap him in the chest with her open palm as hard as she could. 

He groaned and chuckled. “Very well. I deserve that.” 

“And far more.” 

“Hm. Just be careful. I find I rather enjoy it when you hit me.” His expression turned into a hungry 
one. “And I am trying so very hard to be on my best behavior.” 

Stupidly enough? 

She believed him. 

“I will offer you this...arrangement, if you will.” He lifted the claw of his other wing and tangled 
a long strand of her hair around it. “Explore my Maze. See it in all of its true glory. I needn’t protect 
you from its most joyful violence and darkest beauty...not now that you are fae yourself.” 

“Why?” 

“How can you seek to solve something you do not understand?” 

She opened her mouth to retort and found she had none. “As long as I do not need to travel by the 
roots of your trees. I think they—” She made a face. “I think they...enjoy it too much.” 

He laughed and, grabbing her, rolled her to her back. She squeaked in surprise and found herself 
looking up at him. He smiled. “Of course they do. They are my trees, after all.” He leaned down and 
kissed her jawline. “And everything of mine...” He kissed her throat. “Enjoys touching you...” And 
then her collarbone. “Very much.” 

She pushed on his shoulders. Surprisingly, he relented and lifted his head back up to watch her. 
“You are right. If I start now, there will be no stopping me until I’ve fully tested whether or not you 
are still barren.” 

When she went to smack him, he caught her wrist. “Hah! Your strikes are becoming predictab—” 

She kneed him in the groin. That knocked the wind out of him, and he rolled onto his side, holding 
himself. She sat up and eyed him narrowly. “I didn’t hit you that hard.” 

When he didn’t relent, her anger wavered. When he curled farther in on himself and whimpered in 
pain, she frowned. “Valroy?” She reached out to touch his shoulder. “Valroy, come, now, I—” 

And once more she found herself flipped onto her back. This time, he threw her over his shoulder, 
and she landed on the cushions with an unf. 

“You are too sweet.” He laughed and bent his head to kiss her cheek. “I will rot my teeth with 
you.” He let her go and tapped his finger on the end of her nose. “Lesson. Never trust that your enemy 
is down until you hold their severed head in your hands.” 

She glared. For all the good it ever seemed to do. “I highly doubt you would have appreciated me 
ripping off your manhood in that moment.” 

“Most decidedly not.” He climbed out of the bed and groaned, stretching his arms up over his 
head. She heard his back crack audibly as he spread his wings wide out to the sides. He was wearing 
trousers, which she realized was likely entirely for her benefit. “I am starving. Care for breakfast?” 

“I...” What was the point? She wanted to eat, especially if she was going to then spend who- 
knew-how-long walking about in circles. “Sure. Yes. Th—” She stopped herself. 

He cast a sly grin over his shoulder. ““You’re learning. Do you know how hard I had to lecture my 


creatures to not take it so personally when you went about endlessly thanking them? Pleh.” 

She moved to sit on the edge of the bed, the fur blanket still wrapped around her. It was not yet 
cold enough to see her breath, but it was still chilly. She shivered and pulled it up around her 
shoulders. 

“Can you summon yourself clothing yet? Or shall I make you some?” 

“I might be able to manage. And if not, I can apparently grow myself some clothing. If you can call 
it that.” She wrinkled her nose. “The vines...do their best.” 

He leaned against a stone column nearby, watching her with yet another mischievous glint to his 
eye. “I would love to see that...” 

“No, because I believe it might hurt when you insisted on ripping them off me.” She did her best 
to ignore his howling laughter in response as she reached out into the air before her and tried to 
picture a pair of trousers in her mind. Then, undergarments. She opted for a silk shirt, something not 
unlike the one she had been wearing before. Anything more restrictive than that might get in the way if 
she had to run for her life. 

Which was still distinctly probable in her mind. 

He watched her the whole time, a proud smile upon his face. She eyed him as she began to pull on 
her clothing, trying not to blush as he watched her dress. She believed she may have mostly 
succeeded. “What?” 

“Marveling at you, that is all.” 

She pulled the shirt on over her head and stood, only to discover that she was still rather cold. Of 
course she was. 7 am an idiot. 

He flicked a wrist and summoned from the air a fur-lined overcoat. He offered it to her on the 
hook of one of his talons. She took it from him and slung it around her shoulders. It was warm and 
smelled of him, and she tried very hard not to bury her nose into the ruff at the collar and let herself 
enjoy it. 

“Valroy?” 

“Hm?” 

She paused. What was she even trying to ask him? She fiddled with the buttons of the coat for a 
moment before she found her words. “Can I trust you?” 

“Trust me?” He huffed. “Of course you can trust me!” 

That earned him a baneful stare. 

“Ah, now—none of that.” It was his turn to point a finger at her. “When have I once lied to you? I 
have misled you—I have tricked you into believing my words meant other things. But when have I 
once, even once, outright lied?” 

She went to tell him the ten thousand times he had lied to her, only to find...he never had. He was 
cruel, terrible, gloating, egotistical, manipulative, dastardly—all those things. But he was right. He 
had never once outright told her a falsehood. 

So she swore at him instead, fashioning her words after some of the best strings she had heard 
come out of the worst kinds of taverns. “You mud-sucking, arse-licking, donkey f—” 

He silenced her obscenities with a kiss. He stepped into her and caught her in his embrace, 
cradling her head with one of his claws, and crushed her frustrations in one swift movement. When he 
parted, her eyes had slipped shut, and she was clinging to him. 

His breath was so warm against her cheek. “If I asked you to marry me, would you say yes?” 

“If I asked you to stop your plan for war, would you say yes?” She met his sapphire gaze. 

“Not even for you.” He sighed. “I am who I am...and who I ever shall be.” 


“I know.” She smiled sadly and rested her palm to his cheek. “And that is why I shall never ask. 
But neither can I give you your throne.” 

He nodded once, as if he truly understood. 

And that broke her heart even further. 

“Food.” He took her hand. “Then you shall walk my Maze. Then I shall come to fetch you for 
dinner, you shall sleep in my arms, and we shall begin again.” He lifted her hand and nipped at her 
fingers. “I could think of few better ways to spend my time.” 

As he led her away, she was beginning to realize...neither could she. 

Shite. 


CHAPTER SIX 


ée A nd...here we are.” 


Abigail turned to look up at the man beside her, nervously twisting the button of the coat he 
had given her between her fingers. She did not know why she was so afraid. She knew Valroy did not 
mean to hurt her. 

This particular wolf meant to devour her in different ways. She pushed back the memory of the 
previous night, trying her best to keep her cheeks from going warm. Things were not made better 
when his lips brushed against the edge of her pointed ears. 

Valroy stood behind her, his hands settling on her shoulders. He squeezed. “Go. Explore. But be 
warned—my command over the Maze is complete...but you are a tantalizing bauble for all the 
creatures who call this place home.” 

“Am I not safe here?” 

“That depends entirely on your definition of safe.” He hummed and grazed his teeth over her 
earlobe. “But...should you find yourself in any serious predicament, I will come to rescue you.” 

“For a fee.” Her words were almost soundless. 

His hands slid down her arms slowly before gliding around her, pulling her against his chest. The 
claw of one of his wings gripped her thigh, the points pricking her through her clothing. The dark 
rumble at her back was as much of a warning as she needed. “For a fee.” 

And just as quickly as he was there, he was gone. He stepped away from her, looking every ounce 
the regal and evil prince he was. His lips turned in a devilish smile. “Enjoy your night, my sweet little 
Seelie. I hope some awful beast catches you in its claws...” 

He wrapped his wings around him like a cocoon, and she watched as he folded into space and 
was gone. 

She sighed. 

Solve the Maze. Explore the Maze. And pray some monster did not attempt to eat her, because the 
price of her escape was to crawl into the grasp of an even larger, more dangerous monster. Fantastic. 
This is all just going swimmingly. 

I suppose I could murder him instead. 

Throwing up her hands in frustration, she turned and began to walk, muttering to herself for a good 
ten minutes about how bizarre and unfortunate her life had become. But at least she did in fact have a 
life. 

She fiddled with her necklace, running her thumb over the familiar ridges of the carved wooden 
owl. The trees around her were bathed in beautiful moonlight, giving her more than enough light to 
see by. 


The Maze was still terrifying, buzzing with the hum of life that throbbed with the need for death. 
But she found herself the strangest kind of observer. She was as safe as anyone could be, walking 
about a place that was a living, sentient creature in its own right. She was like Jonah inside the whale, 
save that she was meant to “solve” the creature by mapping out its innards. 

No. Not map. There was no point to map out anything in Tir n’Aill, with how everything 
wandered about freely of its own accord. No, she was to understand the Maze. “So,” she said to no 
one. Or at least, no one she could see. She highly doubted she was alone. “I wish to know you better. 
To feel that which you are and have been. I would be wonderfully obliged if you—” 

The ground opened up beneath her feet. Without warning, a hole dropped into the darkness 
beneath her, the ground rumbling and giving way. 

And she went with it. 

Abigail screamed. 


VALROY PLOPPED a plate heaped with meat of every fashion down onto the ground in front of the 
unconscious body of a sea beast that had not managed to make it to the waterline before passing out. 

He nudged Anfar with his foot. 

The monster grunted. 

He nudged harder. 

Nothing. 

With a sigh, he pulled back his foot and kicked Anfar in the back. “Get up, you hung-over, soggy 
piece of driftwood.” 

Anfar snuffed and sat up, rubbing at his face. There was no need for him to say how miserable he 
felt, as it was clearly written all over him. 

“Here.” Valroy offered him a mug of tea clutched in the talon of his wing. 

The other man flinched, then squinted at the object being held in the air before him, before 
reluctantly taking it. He sipped it, and then made a face. 

“Yes, yes. It’s terrible. But it will help that splitting headache of yours.” Valroy walked to a 
nearby rock and sat, folding his wings behind him, his talons resting over his shoulders. “Eat some 
greasy food, drink your tea, and then crawl to the bottom of the lake to sulk like I know you will.” 

Anfar kept his head down, his stringy hair hiding his features. “I dislike you.” He reached for the 
plate of food all the same. 

Valroy grinned. “No, you don’t.” 

They sat in silence for several minutes as Anfar picked at the plate of meat. Valroy was content to 
look out over the lake, beautiful as it always was in the moonlight, and think. He certainly had enough 
to debate in his mind. 

And it all centered around her. 

“Have you finally fucked her yet?” Anfar mumbled into his tea. 

“No.” He leaned back on his elbows and stretched. “I am enjoying watching her squirm. Wouldn’t 
you?” 

“You are also being kind to her. You do not wish to frighten her. I see it in the way you touch her.” 
Anfar glowered down at his plate of food. “You do love her.” 

“And? What of it? Are you looking for another brawl? My friend, I hardly think you can see 


straight, let alone throw a—” 

“T want what you have.” 

Valroy blinked. He sat up and turned to face his friend. Standing from the rock, he moved over to 
the gravel next to the sea beast and sat beside him. He reached out a wing and placed the talons on the 
other man’s shoulder. 

And quite honestly did not know what to say. 


ABIGAIL AWOKE WITH A GROAN, pressing her hand to her head. She had fallen. But how far, and to 
where, she did not know. She was lying on something soft that squished beneath her fingers. It smelled 
like moss and peat. It was cool, and damp. 

And dark. 

For a moment, she wondered if she could see at all. But as she blinked her eyes a few more times 
to peer closer at the darkness, she realized that there was the strangest, faintest light. It was a pale, 
whiteish-blue tone that streaked up on the walls and around in bizarre patterns. 

Walls? 

Oh. She was in a cave. The walls around her were craggy stone, slick with moss and the odd 
glowing...things. She looked up. There was no hole over her. Wherever the Maze had dropped her, it 
had closed the gap behind her. Pushing up to her feet, she brushed herself off. At least the chamber she 
was in was fairly large. She winced at the idea of being stuck somewhere small, and suddenly 
realized she might have developed a fear of small spaces, along with her inability to eat meat. 

Lovely. 

Stepping across the moss toward the wall, she let out a quiet “huh” as the source of the faint glow 
came into focus. Mushrooms. Thousands and thousands of tiny glowing mushrooms. Now that she 
could see them closer, she realized they were not all the same color, but an array of shades of blue, 
teal, white, purple, and green. As she watched, she could see little glowing bugs flit from one to the 
other, changing their colors to match the mushrooms as they landed. 

It took her quite a while to pull herself away from the fascinating sight to examine more of the 
cave around her. It reminded her of the path through the woods—the corridor long, stretching in both 
directions, with absolutely no sense of where either way led. J suppose it is called the Maze. It 
should resemble one in some way or another. 

Picking a direction, the one she was loosely facing when she woke up, she began to walk. The 
ground was cool beneath her feet. Where it was not covered in moss, the surface was surprisingly 
dry. Besides the occasional drip of water or a quiet rush of wind, there was nothing to be heard. 

Thankfully, the hallway of the underground passage did not shrink on her in any way. She did not 
think she could have handled it, the way even just the thought of it made her skin crawl. 

It was just about when things were about to get boring, walking for what might have been an hour 
along a winding tunnel of strange glowing mushrooms and fruit-fly sized, color-changing dots. 

When then, suddenly, she cursed herself for even having the thought. 

For if the Maze was psychic, it must have heard her. 

Gravity changed. 

Down was suddenly not down. Up was suddenly not up. Up was behind her. And down? Down 
was in front. She fell forward, her feet slipping from the rocks, as she catapulted forward down the 


corridor of the cave with no control. 

She flailed. 

And she screamed. 

How long she fell, she did not know. Long enough that she wondered if she would not black out 
from screaming too much. But when the falling suddenly ended, it was not as she would have 
expected—being splattered against a bend in the cave. 

She fell into a body of water. 

A very cold, pitch-black body of water. 

The sudden impact into freezing liquid was like a punch to the gut. It forced all the air out of her 
lungs in one sudden rush. Her head reeled, as gravity was distorted as she tumbled in the darkness. 
Water filled her lungs to occupy the space left behind by air. 

She could not think. 

She could not move. 

Everything was numb and slow. 

It would be so easy to die like this... 

Hands wrapped around her waist. Something was pulling her—in what direction, she did not 
know. She did not rightfully care. Everything was sinking into the darkness that surrounded her. 
Whatever monster had grabbed her would not be what killed her. 

Could she even die? 

She supposed she was about to find o— 

Her head broke the surface. Water was changed for rocks. When a fist pounded onto her back, she 
gagged. Another impact, and she retched up the water that had filled her stomach. More poured from 
her as her body rejected the substance. 

Someone rubbed her back now where they had impacted it. She was on her side, curled nearly 
into a ball, coughing and wheezing. 

Everything felt too warm. She shivered despite the heat and coughed again. But slowly, little by 
little, she began to be able to breathe normally. She whined in pain. Her lungs burned. Everything 
ached. She felt as though she had been dragged through a briar patch. When she could work up the 
strength to open her eyes and lift her head, she was on the shore of a lake that was perfectly still. The 
surface looked like glass. The only light reflecting from it was the nearby moss. 

One thing disturbed its surface, though it was so still that 1t took her a moment to see it. A figure, 
sunk into the water up to its shoulders. Two black, empty sockets for eyes stared at her. Teeth, 
inhumanly thin and jagged, dominated its face from ear to ear. They intersected up and down, too 
many to count, forming a permanent and deadly grin. It had long, black, thin hair that hung down along 
gaunt, pale, blue-gray skin. The color of a corpse. 

She gasped. 

It sank lower, until only its upper face was visible. And for all the world, it might have looked 
like a corpse washed ashore. Perhaps that was how it lured its victims. 

Swallowing down her fear, she stammered for a moment, before she managed to speak through 
chattering teeth. “You saved my life. Forgive me for b—being st—startled. I am still very new to your 
world.” 

The creature did not move, but only stared. 

She smiled to it, as best she could manage. It had only saved her because it had been told to, she 
was certain. The creature would not have been so kind if Valroy had not likely told all his minions to 
keep her from falling into too much danger. 


Literally, as the case may be. 

But it still did not mean she should be rude. “It—it is a pleasure to meet you. Though under 
terrible circumstances. I apologize if I have been an in—inconvenience.” She shuddered. Her clothes 
were soaked through with ice-cold water. The fur-lined coat that Valroy had gifted her was now doing 
more harm than good. She peeled it off her. 

The creature disappeared beneath the water. 

Talkative fellow. 

Although perhaps they cannot speak. 

Or perhaps Anfar is actually quite the conversationalist for a sea monster. 

Chuckling to herself, despite the cold, she stood and took stock of her location. She was on the 
smooth, rocky shore of the underground lake. The shore dropped off steeply to walls in both 
directions, so walking in those directions was not possible. Her only choice was the dark opening of 
a tunnel behind her. 

Well, at least she did not have much in the way of a choice to debate. Teeth chattering, she made 
her way into the darkness once more. 

I suppose I should not be surprised. 

Why did I believe that exploring the Maze was going to be easy? Simply because Valroy dotes 
upon me does not mean this creature will. And in its own way, perhaps...it is. How many souls had 
been trapped in this place and devoured within minutes? 

How many had been trapped in this place and still suffered whatever torment had befallen them? 

Being dropped into a frozen lake, left to nearly drown, rescued by a truly horrifying-looking 
creature, and then told to walk some more while she shivered from the cold? 

It could be far worse. 

Far, far worse. 

When the air began to warm, she let out a sigh of relief. The orange flicker of fire began to 
illuminate the jagged surfaces of the walls. The moss disappeared, as the air became too dry for it to 
survive. Wherever she was going, it was not like where she had just been. 

The clang of a hammer on metal startled her. She slowed her approach. It sounded like a 
blacksmith. The air suddenly became almost stiflingly hot as she turned the corner, and when she 
looked back to see how it was possible that such a change could happen so quickly—the corridor 
behind her was gone. 

I think I dislike this place. 

With no other option but to go forward, she rounded another bend into an enormous cavern. The 
ceiling soared up above her, jagged points of rock reaching down toward her like sharpened, craggy 
fingers. 

She had gone from being much too cold to much too warm in record time. The air was bone dry, 
almost choking her. The change made her dizzy. 

Around the edges of the room was a substance that she did not understand. It looked both liquid 
and solid. It was dark as pitch in some areas, yet as it moved and cracked like the crust of bread, it 
revealed amber-reddish liquid beneath it. In some places the surface flared, bursting up in flame, 
before flickering and dying. 

The stone path she was on was raised far above the shifting, slow-moving, fiery slime, as though 
molasses had suddenly become dangerous. She was glad for the distance, because even peering over 
the edge made her eyes water and burn. 

Another clang of hammer on metal pulled her attention away. The path was dotted with large 


boulders that she was forced to weave through as she moved. She could not see where the sound was 
coming from. Around one of the bends, something forced her to pull up short. 

Without warning, something embedded into a boulder so close to her face that she had felt the air 
move around it. A sword, the blade as dark as pitch and shining like onyx. She didn’t even have a 
chance to scream, it had happened so fast. 

“You,” A deep, guttural voice seethed. A figure approached—easily the largest man she had ever 
seen. He towered over her by several feet. He was wider than most doorways. And his skin was 
cracked and broken like the moving, burning rock below her. Beneath the cracks she could see the 
same glowing substance. 

A broad face, features flattened, was disfigured on one side, more rock than flesh, as though the 
stone had grown over him. And his expression was one that contorted in loathing as he grimaced. 

His eyes glowed like fire. 

He lifted a heavy, leather-clad hand and gripped the hilt of the sword he had driven into the rock 
beside her. There was so much hatred in his gaze that she was certain she was about to die. Again. 

I really do think I dislike this place very much. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


T he monolithic, burning, terrifying man in front of Abigail ripped the sword from the rock as though 
it had only been rammed into pine. For a moment, she wondered if he would not bring the black- 
metal blade down on her, cleaving her in two. 

There were no living things down in this place. There was no power for her to draw from. Her 
vines might reply to her call, but in how much time? She cursed herself for not having reacted faster. 

But the mountain of a man huffed and turned his back, walking away from her. His whole left arm 
was the same rocklike, craggy surface that had taken over his face. She frowned. What was she to do? 
She had to follow him, for there was no other path through the fiery liquid rock. But she did so at a 
long distance. The air was acrid and stank of sulfur. 

The vines that now twisted around her arms struggled to grow at all in the dry heat. She pulled the 
coat that Valroy had given her back on, now glad for its dampness. The rest of her was already 
quickly drying. 

Clang. 

Clang. 

As she rounded a boulder, the pathway widened, creating a large circular space in the middle of 
the enormous cavern. There in the center was a blacksmith’s forge, though it was not filled with 
smoldering coals, but that same terrible burning rock. Beside the blacksmith was a rack of weapons, 
each one bladed with that onyx-like metal. Axes, swords, spears, everything she could imagine. They 
shone and flashed in the amber firelight. 

He was bringing a hammer down upon the sword he had thrown at her, his back to her, shoulders 
hunched. Abigail crept along the edge of the circular space. There was an exit on the other side, and 
she was eager to leave this place and the presence of this man who clearly did not want anything to 
do with her. 

But she could not help stopping to stare at the rack of finished weapons. They were terrifying and 
deadly, but...each was its own work of art. The black metal blades—or perhaps they were stone— 
transitioned into carefully wrought pommels and hilts that looked as though they were made of silver. 

“For his war,” the man grunted. He sniffed, and then spat on the ground beside him. The spittle 
hissed where it landed. “Wars.” 

“They are beautiful.” 

He huffed a laugh. It was deeply unkind. 

She frowned at his derision and lowered her head. “I will leave you be.” She headed for the exit, 
when the man spoke again. 

“This 1s what I am.” 


She froze. Similar words had been spoken to her by Valroy on many occasions. She turned toward 
the blacksmith and paused for a moment before replying. “This is what you were made to be.” 

He laughed, just as cruel as the first time. He slammed his hammer down on the edge of the stone 
forge and turned to glare at her. “You think he’s to blame for this? Feh. You have too much to learn, 
queen. ” 

“I am not queen.” 

The blacksmith sneered. “Oh? ‘Hurt her and you shall suffer,’ he says. ‘Protect her. Show her. 
Teach her.’ What the fuck does that make you if not his queen?” He spat on the ground again, clearly 
thinking very little of the arrangement. “You. A dirty, filthy Seelie. Queen of all this? Queen of us? I 
despise you.” 

“T can tell.” 

That made him laugh again, with less rancor than before, if only a little. Shaking his head, he went 
back to his work. “I make weapons. All I’ve ever done. All my life. All I know. I was the machine of 
war. We were betrayed. Stabbed by my own work. Dying in the muck, they came. He came. Gave me 
a choice. Make weapons or don’t.” 

“You chose this over death. That is hardly a fair—” 

“Nothing’s fair. Nothing’s ever fair. Not why I did it. I am my work. I am this. Without this? I am 
not anything at all.” He shot her a disgusted glare and then went back to hammering at the sword. She 
didn’t need him to say it to know that he pictured her head was now beneath his hammer as he clanged 
away at the blade. “Don’t get it? Fine. Don’t need you to.” 

How can I solve something I do not understand? 

Hugging the damp, fur-lined coat to her, she found herself suddenly very pleased she had fallen 
into a frozen lake before winding up in this place. Perhaps that had been entirely the point. She shut 
her eyes for a moment and sighed. The parallel that she was being shown was not precisely subtle. A 
man whose entire life was war. Whose entire purpose was to create the designs of killing. Without 
that, this man is nothing. He would fall apart. 

“You're mistaken. I understand.” She turned her attention back to the blacksmith. “It does not 
mean I agree with it.” 

“No, you don’t. It doesn’t matter if you agree. Doesn’t change shit.” Clang. “There will always be 
war. There will always be death.” Clang. “Do whatever you want, pray to whatever shit god you 
want. Doesn’t matter.” Clang. “Where there’s life? There’s war. There’s death. No stopping it. Not 
for long.” 

Not for long. 

I might not be able to stop all death and all war in the whole of the world. But I can stop it this 
one time. Her heart grew heavy. Who was to say that if she killed Valroy, a new and more dangerous 
threat did not rise to take his place? What if the Morrigan only wished Valroy to be removed from the 
path so she could put an even deadlier viper on the Unseelie throne instead? 

War was inevitable. 

Death was inevitable. 

It was just a matter of who, and when, and how. How was she to hope to change the course of the 
river of time? No. No, that is not all that makes up the world. There is life, and laughter, and joy. 
There are celebrations to be had that do not involve reveling in the blood of one’s victims. “I 
appreciate your wisdom. I will let you return to your work.” She wanted to be away from the burning 
heat and the dour company. 

The blacksmith laughed as she turned and left. 


It was likely hours later by the time Abigail finally found her way out of the cave. It was not because 
she got lost—there seemed to be only a single path to follow. But it wound around through mossy and 
glowing caverns, leaving her with nothing to do but think. 

And she decided she very much disliked being left alone with her thoughts. They spiraled, as they 
always did, back around to Valroy and her predicament. She did not wish to kill him. And in the 
strangest of ways, she trusted him more than she trusted Titania. 

Including his insistence that the queen had lied to her. She did not take it personally. Why 
wouldn’t the queen lie to her? She was a dangerous threat. Naive, new to the world of Tir n’ Aill, 
powerful, and the key to Valroy’s rise to power. 

One that was increasingly comfortable in his presence. 

I should hate him. I should loathe him. I should not find his antics amusing, his jokes funny, 
nor his touch desirable. I should find him and his goals detestable. And that was precisely why she 
had walked into the Gle’Golun, after all. But that had wound her up precisely back where she started, 
if with strange new strengths and—if Titania was to be believed—a little less mortal than before. 

No one had tested the theory yet. 

She was not eager for the moment that someone did. 

Oh, they would. She was certain of it. An assassin was likely to come leaping out of nowhere to 
try to sever her head. If it grew back, Abigail could only hope that it was hers, and not...well, 
somehow different. 

She looked down at her mossy green nails and let out a breath. Hugging the fur coat—now dried, 
if a bit crunchy—to herself, she walked and thought, walked and thought, and walked and thought. 

And neither seemed to be getting her anywhere. 

But, eventually, moonlight streamed onto the stone floor ahead of her, casting bright, pale shapes 
onto the jagged surface, dwarfing the glow of the mushrooms and little flickering bugs. She smiled. It 
would be a relief to be outside amongst the trees, even if the ones in the Maze were a bit unnerving. 

Unnerving and a bit too familiar with her. She shivered at the memory of how it had felt to travel 
through them, as if they were touching her in very inappropriate ways. It made the idea of using that 
method to get around daunting at best. 

And tempting at worst. 

The world of the fae was...different than the mortal world. It was sexual. It was based on touch. 
Words of thanks were considered offensive, but affection was traded and given freely. It was an 
honest way to be, if nothing else. Those who desired each other were free to act upon those urges. 

Titania’s conversation about Valroy came back to her. She was not surprised that the queen and 
the Bloody Prince had slept together—though she doubted there had been any sleeping done at all. But 
Titania had urged Abigail to simply...get it out of her system. Like a poison that, once exorcised, 
would leave her free of its influence. 

She rubbed her hand over her neck where Valroy had bitten her as he shared the poison that 
Na’len had injected her with. She remembered sitting on his lap in that pool, feeling his hands roam 
her body. 

She remembered his tongue only the night before. Her cheeks went warm at the thought. 

Perhaps it would be best to simply...get it over with. Give in to what they both desired, and when 
the cold light of the morning came over her, she would be over her fascination with him. 


She could only hope. 

As she stepped out of the mouth of the cave, she heard a rumble from behind her. She was not 
shocked when the cave disappeared into the small, rocky cliff, the rocks shifting and moving to cover 
over the hole. After a moment, it was as though there had never been a path there at all. 

It is called a Maze for a reason, I suppose. 

With a breath, she started off down the path into the woods. There was only the one. After a 
while, she began to hum quietly to herself, needing to fill the silence with something. It was many 
long minutes before she paused, stopping, as she realized she was humming along with music that 
drifted through the air. She had been doing it without realizing, the tune having been so faint. 

But now it was just loud enough that her ears perked, straining to hear. It sounded like a pipe 
organ, like one of the ones in the bigger church in Carlisle where her father had taken her once when 
she was very little. She began to head in the direction of the sound, curious as to why there was a 
pipe organ in the middle of a forest. 

Though she suspected she might know who was to blame. 

She had to leave the path to follow the sound, walking through the trees and hopping over stumps 
and rocks with far less trepidation than when she had done it as a mortal. She knew the trees, while 
very personal, did not mean her any harm. 

The melody was a thoughtful and almost mournful piece, and expertly played. It sounded nearly 
impossible for a single person to do by themselves. That was, unless they have four hands. 

When she found herself in another clearing, she blinked in surprise. Not because of the enormous 
back of a pipe organ that dominated the space, but because of the mountains of...things that 
surrounded it on all sides. 

Paintings. Furniture. Silverware and bowls. Clothing, pieces of houses—she even saw an entire 
door in its jamb leaning against a tree. It reminded her of the hoard that Titania had shown her. But the 
one major difference was that there seemed to be nothing in the way of jewels or coins mixed into the 
mounds of things. She could see some jewelry here or there, and weaponry, but it seemed to be 
mostly human furnishings. The majority seemed to be stolen from churches. Crosses, pews, stained- 
glass windows, candelabras, and the like. 

She passed what might have been a corpse in a glass case. The surface was too cloudy to really 
see, and she was not particularly interested in learning the answer. 

The pipe organ was massive, the pipes stretching high up into the sky, several other rows leaning 
against trees or propped up on the piles of things that filled the space. It roared its melancholy tune 
into the night, the volume of it such that she could feel it resonating in her. 

She almost did not notice the small army of tiny, bulbous creatures that were pumping the giant 
bellows that pushed the air through the machine, spinning wheels and yanking on large ropes. 

It was intricately carved and painted. Whatever church it had been stolen from must have been 
unlike any she had ever seen. As she walked around toward the front of it, she was not surprised to 
see Valroy sitting at the bench, his head lowered, and eyes shut. 

He was lost in the music he was playing. And suddenly, so was she. He moved with such grace 
and ease, knowing where every key was without looking at it. The claws of his wings seamlessly 
joined in the movement, pulling levers, pressing keys. 

Valroy’s dark blue hair fell in front of his face in tendrils, obscuring the expression on his face 
except for the few barest glimpses. And his features matched the music he played with every note. 

It was a song of longing. A song of grief. A song of loneliness. 

A song of love. 


Tears came to her eyes, and she let them fall as she watched, rapt. When the music finally ended, 
and he lifted his fingers from the keys, the sound of the organ echoed through the forest around them. 

He straightened his back and folded his wings over his shoulders, the claws clasping in front of 
him. Waving a hand dismissively, the small, bulbous creatures scampered away into the darkness. 
Valroy stood, and she was caught up in how graceful he was in every movement he made. How the 
muscles of his back rippled. How the moonlight shone off his hair, turning it from midnight black to 
blue. 

By all the old gods, he was just as much of a work of art as the piles of paintings around her. 

When he turned to leave, he saw her and jolted in surprise. Faintly glowing sapphire eyes 
blinked. “Abigail?” 

“Oh. I—ah—” She wiped at her eyes and at the almost dried tears that had streaked her cheeks. “I 
heard music, and—” 

“Why in the blazes are you crying?” He hopped down from the plinth the organ was placed upon 
and walked up to her, his brow furrowed in concern. “Who has hurt you?” He caught her wrist in one 
hand and pulled it from her face and tipped her head to him with a gentle touch of the other. “What has 
happened?” 

“I am fine.” She smiled and shook her head, her cheeks going warm at his concern. “It was your 
music. I was moved, that is all.” 

“How did you get here?” Glancing up at the sky, he grunted. “I lost track of time.” 

“I was...dropped into a cave. And then into an underground lake where I nearly drowned. I’ve 
spent the day alternating between freezing and burning.” She made a face. “I do not think I very much 
like your blacksmith. And it is clearly mutual.” 

“Oh?” He laughed. “No, I don’t suppose you two would get along.” Looking her over, he raised 
an eyebrow. “And you are a mess. Come. Let us get you straightened out before dinner.” He took her 
hand and began to lead her from the piles of nonsense and valuables he had clearly stolen from the 
human world. “Do you like my collection?” 

“I enjoy your organ more.” When his face split wide in a fiendish grin, she wailed in 
embarrassment as she realized what she had said. “That is not what I meant, and you—ah!” She broke 
off as he scooped her up into his arms, carrying her easily. She threw her arms around his neck, afraid 
she might fall. 

Something glittered in his eyes. Something deeper than affection. It made her face grow even 
hotter. “You are too much fun, little Seelie. Too much fun, indeed. I find I have played for hours, and 
that now I am quite starving. Let us clean you up, and we may speak at length about my organ while 
we eat.” 

With a groan, she realized he was not going to let that one go. Not for a very long time. 

She should be pushing him away. 

But even though he supported her weight easily... 

She did not release her arms from around his neck. 

I am doomed. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


V alroy placed his princess down in front of a large, copper tub. It would easily fit six people—or 
seven, he had once counted—but this time it would be just for her. 

Sadly, just for her. 

Steam curled up from the surface of the hot water that filled it, twisting into the chill Autumn air. 
He watched as she crept up to the side of it as though she were expecting Anfar or his ilk to come 
leaping up out of the water. She glanced back at him warily. 

“What?” He smirked. 

“I...” She shook her head. “A hot bath is a luxury I do not believe I have ever enjoyed in my life.” 
She dipped her hand into the water, swirling the clear liquid around, rippling the surface. Her brow 
furrowed, and she frowned. “I am not sure what to think of it.” 

“Poor, overwrought little thing.” Closing the distance between them, he smiled as he watched her 
cheeks turn slightly pink at his nearness. Her eyes went wide, and she froze like a doe in a hunter’s 
sight. And in many ways, she was. And in many ways, she was also the one wielding the bow and 
arrow. 

Lifting his hand, he traced his sharp nails through her hair, combing the garnet strands back from 
her face. “This is simply a gift, Abigail.” 

“A gift from you comes with strings attached.” 

With a chuckle, he leaned his head in and kissed her temple, making sure he lingered just a 
moment too long. “Oftentimes, yes. This time? No. You look exhausted and sore, and you are covered 
in dirt. Go on, strip and climb in.” When she shot him a look, he grinned. “I have already seen you 
naked, little witch. I have tasted you. Why are you still so shy?” 

Her shoulders slumped. “I honestly could not say. You are right, and yet...” 

“And yet you feel that giving in to this attraction between us somehow lessens you.” He curled the 
talons of one of his wings around the collar of her coat and helped her shrug out of the article of 
clothing. “You believe surrender will render you weak.” 

“That is rather the definition of surrender, isn’t it?” She gripped her shirt from the bottom hem and 
lifted up over her head, revealing those beautiful, perfect breasts of hers. Large enough for him to sink 
his teeth into and grasp wonderfully with his talons. When she turned her back to begin unlacing her 
trousers, he stepped up against her. She gasped, straightening, and he took the opportunity to take 
those wonderful, soft, and supple globes into his palms. 

“Helplessness is not the same as weakness.” He pressed his lips to her throat before he ran his 
tongue slowly along the side of one of her adorably pointed ears. Her eyes were shut, and she was 
leaning back against him, her lips parted. Lowering his voice to the dusky rumble that he knew she 


enjoyed so much, he pressed her hips to the side of the tub with his own. “The willow bends against 
the wind, but it does not snap. The rumbles of the earth might topple the mightiest trees, yet life grows 
from its fallen form.” 

“The corpse of the rabbit feeds the grass as much as it”’—her words hesitated as he ran his hands 
down her sides, his claws grasping her shoulders—‘‘feeds the wolf. II know. I know this is what I 
am. Your prey. But I...I do not wish you to think that simply because I desire you, that I...I am 
agreeable to your goals.” 

Perfect. 

Perfect little witch. 

“I have always insisted the two topics are quite separate, haven’t I?” He kissed the line of her 
jaw, and she tilted her head to bare her throat to him. He groaned, unable to help himself. He let his 
teeth scrape along the nape of her neck. The way she shuddered against him sent a thrill straight to his 
groin, tightening and swelling his already considerable need. 

He unlaced her trousers, and he lowered them down her body, knelt behind her, trailing kisses 
down her spine as he did. When her beautiful arse was bare to him, he bit the flesh of one of her 
cheeks. She yelped, jumping and whirling to smack at him. He dodged the wild swing and laughed 
quietly at how very angry she looked. 

Stars, he loved it when she was angry. 

Rolling his tongue up the offended area, he only grinned up at her and let his hands run down the 
length of her legs. Her skin was tinged green around the ankles and wrists, spreading up from those 
areas to reach her elbows and knees in a gentle gradation. The coloration turned her freckles from a 
deep brown to a rich evergreen where they overlapped. 

He was still planning to count every dot. 

“Go on, get in. Or else we will be late for dinner.” He hummed as he ran his hands back up her 
legs, moving to grasp her rear. “Never mind. Dinner be damned. Bend over. Let me taste you again.” 

That inspired her to move, as he had suspected it would. Before he could take her cheeks in his 
hands, she quickly lifted a leg and stepped into the hot water, hissing at the sudden change. He sat 
back on his heels and watched as she climbed into the copper tub, hesitating for a moment before she 
slowly sat down on the bench that ran around the ring of the basin. 

“G—goodness.” She chuckled. “This is...this is quite warm.” 

“Is it too hot?” He leaned forward, resting his arms on the edge of the copper lip, dipping his own 
fingers into the water. 

“No. No, I do not believe so.” She let out a breath and rolled her shoulders, sinking lower into the 
water. “I think I quite like it.” 

“I figured as you might.” 

She shut her eyes, leaning against the edge of the basin near him, and he watched as the tension 
visibly left her, the scared and worried lines of her face smoothing into the expression she wore when 
she slept. 

He could not help himself. 

Shifting so he knelt at edge of the tub behind her, he reached his arms around to rest against her in 
a soft embrace and leaned his head to kiss her cheek. He willed the gesture to be as gentle as he could 
be. As unfrightening as he was capable of being. He knew he likely failed. It was not something he 
was usually capable of mustering. 

But she did not stiffen. She leaned her head back, resting it against his shoulder, exposing herself 
to him. “Will you join me?” she whispered, her words barely audible. They were just as effective as 


if she had gripped his length in her hand and stroked him. For it was not a wary, uncertain question. It 
was an invitation. 

An invitation to bury himself deep inside her. 

He bit back a groan and lowered his head, holding her just a little tighter as pleasure swelled in 
him. No. No, it was not time yet. He would have her in his tub, he would have her everywhere she 
would allow him. He would bend her over every piece of stolen human nonsense he owned and rut 
her like the animal that he was. 

But not tonight. 

For he did not want an invitation to simply fuck her. 

He wanted an invitation to claim her. 

To take her. 

Raw, animalistic, and pure. 

That is what he was waiting for. 

And tonight was not that night. Perhaps tomorrow, if all went as he planned it. Forcing himself to 
swallow down all his roaring need and desperation, he lifted his head and let out a low, begrudging 
sigh. “No, my sweet witch. Not tonight.” 

When she turned to look at him, confused and perhaps a little hurt by his rebuke, he devoured her 
lips with his. He silenced every single thought in her mind that might make her believe that he did not 
need her. She moaned sweetly against him, and her lips tasted of honey and apples. 

He could kiss her until the stars blinked away and died. He could drown himself in her, drink his 
fill of her, and still be needy for more. When he ended the kiss, needing to breathe, she was resting 
limply in his arms, her lips parted and eyes shut. An expression of surrender. 

An expression he would never tire of. 

Reaching over to a tray nearby, he scooped up a bar of soap and a cloth, and as she rested there, 
eyes shut and recovering from his embrace, he began to slowly clean her, stroking the bar over her 
skin before scrubbing it away with his other hand. 

“Beautiful,” he whispered, as he stroked the soap up and over her breasts, nearly in awe of the 
creature in his arms. Tender, fragile, vulnerable, supple—but much like the tree he referenced, 
seemingly unstoppable. “So very beautiful...” 

“Why will you not join me, Valroy?” 

“Our first time will not be here, like this.” He ran one of his hands down her stomach, feeling her 
arch into his grasp. “No, little Seelie. Our first mating will be far more violent than this. For that is 
what you want—and that is what we both need.” 

She gasped as he cupped her core. She writhed, but her legs parted to make room for him as he 
began to stroke over the sensitive ball of nerves that crested her womanhood. She jolted and let out a 
small cry, and he grinned against her cheek. 

“That’s it, little Seelie,” he purred against her. “That’s it.” 

“I—I do not wish it to be—be—nh—violent—” Her words stuttered as he worked her, feeling 
the tension come over her in waves. 

“Yes. Yes, you do. I will take you after I hunt you through my Maze. I will chase you down, I will 
fight you, and I will win. I will force you to the ground and breed you like the wild things we are.” 
He growled, a low and inhuman sound, and he pressed two of his fingers—careful not to move them 
too much because of his sharp nails—into her body. “I will make you mine, little Seelie.” 

“Valroy—” She wailed, and he watched as her pleasure crested. The sound he made turned into a 
snarl as her body clenched around him. She was so tight, so hot—it took every ounce of his soul not 


to rip her from the hot water and rut her senseless on the stone floor of the clearing. 

Gently pulling his fingers from her, careful not to nick her, he pulled his hand from the water and 
licked the digits clean. He moaned at the taste of her, and the sound turned to a chuckle as her cheeks 
flushed and she turned away in embarrassment. 

Taking in a deep breath, he held it for a second and let it out. Grasping the cloth where he had 
abandoned it, he simply went back to cleaning her as though nothing had happened. She was 
trembling, and the look on her face was wonderfully distraught. 

Desire, confusion, fear, lust, excitement, trepidation, and need. 

Yes. Those were the seeds he would sow this night. And perhaps tomorrow, he could reap a 
bountiful crop. 

When he was finished, he smiled at her as innocently as he could. “Ready for dinner? I am 
famished.” 

And he was treated to another one of those astonishing glares. 

I love you, Abigail Moore. 


ABIGAIL DECIDED that Valroy made absolutely zero sense in the world and might honestly be a lunatic 
for how bizarre and unpredictable he was. He had stated several times how badly he wished to have 
her, and when she offered herself to him, he...declined. 

And stated he would have her in another way, instead. 

A way that had sent such a dangerous and fiery thrill through her body, her pleasure had peaked 
nearly from his threat alone, though his fingers had certainly helped. 

Gods. The way he touched her was unlike anything she had ever felt before in her life. Tender and 
forceful, kind and cruel, giving and taking, all in the same moment. He gave her clothing to wear after 
she toweled off—tight-fitting trousers and a silk top that she swore which was translucent in certain 
lighting. 

She would not put it past him. 

They ate alone and in relative silence. While they rarely spoke, those sapphire eyes of his never 
left her. They watched every move she made, drank it in, memorized it. And, for all the world, she 
could only think of how a snake tracked its prey. 

And how she wished for the beast to strike. 

She had wanted him to climb into the tub with her. To finally end the tension between them. To 
give them both what they wanted. But despite her indignancy, she also knew he was right. She had 
been told of the legends of the violent and passionate Bloody Prince, and she...wanted to know what 
it was like. 

She wanted to feel the bite of the wolf. 

All the while he smiled at her, a thin twist to his lips that told her that he knew precisely what was 
going on inside her head. With his every movement, she jolted, wondering if that would be the 
moment he struck. 

But nothing happened. 

They ate. They drank. When their meal was over, he took her by the hand and led her to his bed. 
And still, he did nothing but flop down onto his pillows and stretch himself wide, smiling contentedly. 

“Where are Bayodan and Cruinn, by the way?” She sat on the edge of the platform, watching him. 


She reached out and ran a hand along the edge of his wing, still fascinated by them. “I was surprised 
when they did not find me when I was below ground. I nearly drowned.” 

“You nearly did, but you did not. You were never in any danger.” He opened one eye sleepily to 
watch her before shutting it again. “They know you are safe. They are dealing with. ..other threats.” 

“What do you mean?” She frowned, pulling her feet up from the floor as if there was a monster 
beneath the platform. “More assassins?” 

“Perhaps. I am unsure.” He chuckled at her nervousness, and his wing stretched out, curling 
around her and pulling her into his side. “There are creatures that move through the world in such a 
way that even I have a hard time defending against them. But you will be safe. This, I promise you.” 

She went along with it, lying down beside him. The feel of him against her was as calming as it 
was nerve-wracking. But it was certainly addictive. He pulled a blanket up over them, his wing 
settling down over her. 

As his hand rested idly on her side, pulling her close in an embrace, she found herself 
disappointed that it did not wander. There were many things she felt in that moment. Many things that 
conflicted each other. But one thing was certain. She was comfortable. She was warm. 

She felt safe. 

She did not want to leave. 

And she found herself just a little eager for the hunt. 


CHAPTER NINE 


A nfar had the deep and overwhelming urge to murder someone. 

That was generally to be expected when dealing with matters of the Moonlit Court, however, 
so he was not entirely surprised. Why am I second in command? He wasn’t—not literally. No one 
had ever explicitly stated it. They just came to him with expectations when Valroy was not available. 

And in many ways that was probably worse. He rubbed at his temple, wishing his headache 
would go away. It would be one thing if he could place blame for the pounding pain behind his eyes 
on simply too much alcohol. 

Instead, it was from an abundance of politics. 

“This is his birthright. We can stall him as long as we can, but it is the simple fact that he is the 
prince and will one day—today or tomorrow—be king,” one of the other lords, Duke Hanlen, said 
from where he stood by the wall, shaking his head mournfully. “War is unavoidable. Whether or not 
he marries the Seelie girl.” 

“Can he even marry her?” Lady Yuna replied. “Is there even a precedent for that?” 

“Do you think that would stop him?” the duke replied with a snort. “If anything, he might enjoy the 
challenge. Regardless, there is nothing we can do about the existence of Abigail Moore.” 

“No. There is not.” Lord Bayodan shot Hanlen a cold look, his black lion’s tail swishing irritably 
behind him. The four words fell like a gavel. It was clear that there would be no discussion of any ill 
fate for the witch. 

Why was Bayodan not Valroy’s de facto second? Anfar glared resentfully at nothing. The goat 
king was powerful, commanded respect and fear, and was nearly as dangerous as the prince himself. 

He knew the answer, even if hated it. While Bayodan and Valroy were keen allies, they were not 
friends. Anfar had the dubious distinction of being the only member of the Din’Glai who had any 
semblance of an idea of what was going on inside the prince’s head. 

And currently, Valroy’s goal was painfully clear, and rested firmly between his legs. That would 
be the easy excuse to make—that Valroy was merely a dog caught in the need to rut. And to a certain 
extent, yes, fine, that was true. But there was a deeper hole that the Bloody Prince wanted to fill. For 
he loved Abigail, and he, like all souls caught in such a state, wished for her to love him back. 

Anfar’s jaw ticked. Yes, he knew what that was like. 

The desire to be loved. 

“If Abigail wishes to wed the prince, then she shall wed the prince,” Anfar interrupted the 
argument that was going on around him, tiring of it. He had not even been following where it had 
gone, to be honest. Nor did he suspect he missed much. 

“What of his new game with her? That with the first thaw of Spring he shall force her to wear his 


crown?” Yuna shook her head, her arms crossed over her chest in frustrated defiance. “That does not 
sound like she has any choice in the matter.” 

“You have not met her. Nothing will be done to her unless she allows it.” Anfar shut his eyes and 
leaned his head back to rest on the tree he was leaning against. “Valroy must, in all ways, play his 
games. And this is no different. But if you do not think the Seelie witch has willingly sat down at the 
board with every intention to fight and lose, then you are a fool.” 

Silence. 

“And furthermore.” He opened his eyes and pushed off from the tree, meaning to leave. He had 
enough of this. “The issue is not Valroy’s inevitable rise to the throne. That is a problem for 
tomorrow. The problem today is what we wish to do about these incursions into our territory. The 
Seelie bitch queen has sent her spies. We must defend against them. Though it may not often seem it, 
the Seelie are our enemy. Not Valroy.” 

More silence. Bayodan was faintly smiling, however. 

By all the gods living and dead, Anfar hated politics. Turning on his heel, he walked into the 
darkness and let himself travel through space. He wanted to return to his lake where he might sulk in 
peace. Perhaps later in the evening, he would venture to the human world to destroy some errant sea 
vessel. It had been a while since he had eaten a ship, and it might be a pleasant diversion. 

Yes. That was what he would do. 

He would devour some hapless sailors and send them to a watery grave. 

He could think of nothing that would cheer him up more. 


ABIGAIL WOKE up next to something warm, cozy, and furry. 

Furry. 

That was odd. 

Lifting her head, she peered down at a large lump that somehow had managed to worm its way 
between her and the still-sleeping Valroy. 

It was a dog. She furrowed her brow, confused. It was a light brown, shaggy dog that might have 
been some manner of shepherd mutt. It was upside down, its legs stretched out in all directions, and it 
was snoring. 

She had to look around to check her surroundings. Yes, she was still in the Maze. The sun was 
setting low, but it was still out, the sky covered with that smoke-like veil. Rubbing at her face, she sat 
up and stared at the dog. 

It should not be there. 

It had no business being there. 

And it being there was going to cause serious problems as soon as the slumbering prince woke 
up. 

She poked the dog. “Puck—” she whispered. “Puck, wake up.” The dog kicked, snuffed, 
grumbled, and rolled over. Right onto Valroy, punting him in the chest with his back legs. She hissed, 
and reaching out, tried to pull the dog away from him. “No, no, no—” 

But it was too late. 

Valroy grunted and rolled onto his back, rubbing at his chest where Puck had kicked him. “What 
the... ?” 


Instantly, his face contorted in rage. The next few moments were a blur of limbs, wings, shouting, 
and startled yelping. Abigail watched, stunned, as Valroy hurled Puck from the bed, and immediately 
chased after him. Puck ran underneath one of the tables that housed a pile of the prince’s collection, 
knocking over several chairs in his path. 

“Wait” She flew from the bed and followed them, putting herself between the furious prince and 
the cowering, whimpering dog. “Stop!” 

Valroy pulled up sharp, his face a twisted mask of anger. He grimaced, his sharp eyeteeth on 
display. “Get out of my way, Abigail.” 

“No.” She felt the vines of the Gle’Golun wind around her arms, ready to strike. “Don’t hurt him.” 

“That thing is not a dog.” He pointed at the mutt beneath the table. “That is Robin Goodfellow. 
That is Oberon’s second in command and one of the most dangerous Seelie who has ever lived.” 

“I know that!” She hesitated. “Well, I knew most of that. He isn’t here to harm me.” 

“He is a spy,” Valroy growled, his wings spreading out beside him. Puck whined and hid behind 
her, his tail between his legs. “He is the spy. Do you think he is simply Oberon’s errand boy? You 
may know his name—you may know the farce that he was in that play—but you do not know him.” 

“I know that he has been kind to me and has been my friend.” Abigail clenched her fists. “Naive 
as this may make me, I will not let you harm him. I do not know why he is here, but I do not believe it 
is to cause us harm.” 

“You are right. You are naive.” Valroy stormed away from her, his body tense. “You would have 
me suffer him in my presence? The Seelie spymaster? He crept into my Maze undetected—he crept 
into my bed! Do you think he is not dangerous, even cursed as he is?” He rounded to face her wings 
spread wide in his fury. “You ask too much of me, little witch!” 

Fighting the urge to shrink back in fear, she desperately held her ground. Even if she did feel 
herself shiver at the sight of him. It was easy to forget who and what he was, when she was lying 
beside him in bed. The memory of the field that Lady Astasha had shown her, where he was born 
slaughtering everyone in his path, flashed through her mind. 

He was the Bloody Prince. 

She should never, ever let herself believe he was anything but a dangerous, powerful, murderous 
warlord. 

And that should not arouse her nearly as much as it did. It should not arouse her at all. She 
swallowed the lump in her throat and lifted her chin in defiance, even if her bravery was nothing 
more than a house of sticks. “You are right. I ask too much of you. Then what shall we trade, Prince 
Valroy?” 

His wings relaxed, and he eyed her with a fiendish glint in his glowing eyes. He laughed, a low, 
cruel sound. It sent a rush of cold rolling down her spine. He took a single, slow step toward her. 
“This dog means so much to you?” 

“I would do the same for any of my friends.” 

“Hm.” Valroy took another slow step toward her, shrinking the distance between them until he 
was only a hand’s span away. When he crooked a finger under her chin and tilted her head up to him, 
she met his gaze with as much confidence as she could muster. “Very well. I will trade with you for 
his presence in my Maze. He shall be your...Seelie courtier. I shall allow this to happen out of the 
kindness of my heart. Until the moment he reveals his game, and we learn that he has betrayed you to 
Oberon and Titania. Then I will have his head on a pike. And you will not stand in my way. Do you 
understand?” 

Gods, he is so much larger than I am. Her mouth was dry. She swallowed in an attempt to solve 


the problem, but there was little to be done about it. “Yes. If he stays and betrays your confidence to 
the Seelie court, his life is forfeit.” 

His hand shifted to settle around her throat, his fingers to one side and his thumb to the other, 
resting on her pulse. He did not squeeze. He did not have to. She knew how strong he was. “And you 
will be the one to kill him.” 

““W—what?” 

“Yes, Seelie witch. This is my trade. When he reveals that he is working behind your back to undo 
my plans...you will be the one to end his life. You will set your crimson flowers to him and let them 
devour him whole.” 

“Ino, that is not—” 

The slightest tightening of his hand silenced her. “Then I shall kill him now for you, hm? 
Trespassing in the Maze is a death sentence. Which shall it be? Shall he die now by my hand, or by 
yours in a few days’ time?” The grin that spread over his features was one of pure malice. 

Yes. She would do well to never forget who and what he was. 

The choice was clear, he had made his point, and he was trading with her with every certainty that 
Puck would never leave the Maze again. But at least it gave Puck a chance to live on the slightest 
hope, even if it was an unlikely one, that he was not here with ulterior motives. 

Come, now, you dont think he’s here to spy on the Unseelie in exchange for a few years being 
removed from his curse? With a long, wavering sigh, she reached up and gently nudged his hand from 
her throat. To her surprise, he let her. “I agree to this trade, though I know it makes me a fool.” 

“An adorable one. But yes. You are a fool.” He tapped the pointed end of his fingernail on the end 
of her nose. 

Rolling her eyes, she turned to the table and crouched down, gently smiling at the still-cowering 
pup. Seelie lord. Whatever. “It’s all right.” She reached her hand out to him. “I will keep you safe.” 

Puck sniffed her hand, then licked her fingers, and slowly crawled out from under the table, 
looking up at her with a hesitant wag. He licked her cheek. 

Chuckling, she petted him, ruffling the fur of his back. “It is still so perfectly strange to think you 
are not a dog at all.” 

“Yes. Indeed. Remember this, you flea-ridden mongrel.” Valroy took a threatening step toward 
Puck, who quickly jumped behind her. “You are here at my pleasure. One wrong move, and I will 
make a belt from your hide.” 

The dog whimpered, but his tail still nervously wagged. She sighed and kissed Puck’s head. 
“Ignore him. He’s merely frustrated.” Standing, she smiled down at the dog as he leaned against her 
thigh. She scratched behind his ear. 

The look of utter disgust on Valroy’s face was nearly comical, if he was not so deadly. “Speaking 
of my frustration and my good graces, I recommend you make good use of your night.” His gaze 
flickered back to her, and instantly the disgust turned to a mix of animalistic hungers that made her 
mouth run dry. 

“W—why?” She took a step back from him, and Puck was once more hiding behind her. He made 
a terrible guard dog. She supposed she didn’t blame him. 

“My patience has run its course. My time being gentle with you has come to an end.” He sneered. 
“When the moon begins to set this night...you will be mine. The hunt will be on.” 

““I—but—” she stammered, her cheeks instantly bursting into flame. She was all at once terrified 
—truly, deeply frightened—and caught in a whirlwind of anticipation. She took yet another halting 
step away from him. “I am not ready, and—” 


“And I do not care.” He unfurled his wings. “Your little pet had better not be anywhere near me 
when I arrive. Go. Spend your remaining hours however you like.” 

The way he spoke made it sound like an execution. And perhaps it was. She had heard a great 
deal of warnings about the violent manner in which Valroy “made love.” At least Titania seems to 
think I cannot die by normal means. 

Whether or not that is a good thing, I do not know. 

“I—” She never got the rest of her faltering sentence out of her mouth. It was probably for the 
best. She had no idea what she was trying to say. 

Valroy gestured a hand. 

And it was as though the space between them was no longer ten paces, but somehow expanded at 
an alarming rate. Trees whirred by her as where she was standing was no longer near the prince, but 
perhaps as far away as the other side of the Maze. 

She fell to the ground in her disorientation, the movement and the rumble of the ground beneath 
her too much for her to keep her balance. Puck was flat to the ground, his ears against his skull, 
growling loudly. 

But it did not drown out the prince’s laughter that echoed through the trees, along with his final 
words of warning. 

“When the shadow falls over the setting moon, the hunt begins, little witch. ” 


CHAPTER TEN 


°°W/ hat am I to do?” 
Abigail did not know why she asked the dog the question. Puck seemed to understand 
English just fine. But he could not speak. 

He could, however, bring her a stick. 

She stopped walking and stared down at the gnarled section of a branch he dropped at her feet. 
And she laughed. She laughed harder than she had in a while. That seemed to have been part of the 
point as he sat down, his tail thumping on the packed dirt and tongue hanging out, looking incredibly 
pleased with himself. 

Reaching down, she patted him on the head before ruffling his ears. “You are ridiculous. You are 
not a dog. We all know that. I am not quite sure why you pretend like you are.” 

He pawed the stick and barked impatiently, clearly asking her what the holdup was. 

Laughing again, she scooped up the stick and held it up, ready to throw. He hopped about in front 
of her, bouncing on his front legs, ears forward, eager for the toss. 

“You really are ludicrous.” She threw the stick as hard as she could, which she was certain was 
still a pathetic distance. If enhanced strength came as part of becoming fae, she was still learning how 
to master it. The stick did not go terribly far. But it was far enough for Puck, who eagerly ran after it 
with all the joy of any other normal, not-secretly-Robin-Goodfellow dog. 

He grabbed it and ran back to her, dropping it at her feet. With a shrug, she picked it up and threw 
it again, walking in between the throws, falling into a pattern of fetch. 

With Puck. 

She shook her head, muttering about how weird her life had become. When Puck paused the game 
to flop onto the ground and lick at his crotch, she snickered and kept walking. “Perhaps you have 
spent too much time as a dog. Although I’m sure if Valroy could reach, he would be doing about the 
same thing.” 

Valroy. 

She shuddered at the memory of his voice as he threatened her with what was to come. It was 
unavoidable, she knew. Everything about him was inevitable in one way or another. But slowly and 
surely, even with his darkness and the terror he inspired...he was also becoming increasingly 
desirable. 

Not in spite of his sharp claws and vicious laugh. 

But because of it. 

“What has happened to me? What has this world made of me? What kind of delirious state of lust 
has this placed me under?” She threw the stick again, distracted by Puck’s playful antics. He made her 


smile, and she was so very happy for his company. 

He could not answer her in words. 

But he could cheer her up all the same. 

“No, I am fooling myself. I wanted him when I was a mortal woman. That was why I chose to die. 
But...this is wrong.” She threw the stick again after he plopped it back at her feet. “What I feel—what 
I want—why would anyone in their right minds desire that?” 

Puck bounced around on his back legs, whining, as if she were missing the point of something 
very important. He was a large dog to hop so high, and she found herself mildly impressed. He picked 
up the stick and then growled at her, wagging his tail. It was a bizarre combination. 

“What are you doing?” She raised her eyebrow at him, tugging on the other end of the stick. “You 
strange dog. You’ve been like this for too long, I think. You are starting to go wild—” 

Valroy’s words. 

“T will force you to the ground and breed you like the wild things we are.’ 

Oh. She sighed. “I was made to be this way. I get it. You are a dog because of your nature. I am... 
bound to run, and flee, and fight, and fall.” The Morrigan’s words joined her son’s. “You will become 
his prey.” 

And she had. 

She had been turned into this—wood wife, tree nymph, forest creature, embodiment of life, or 
whatever Titania wanted to claim she was—for one reason, and one reason alone. The Morrigan had 
warned her, and she had not understood. 

Valroy was a wolf. 

And she had been made into a rabbit. 

At least it seems as though I will enjoy some portion of what will befall me tonight. There is 
some benefit in that he will not hurl me over a stump and rape me. I think even he might not sink 
so low. “I understand your message now. But I disagree with it. I was not made to desire him. I did not 
want him to bring his wrath upon me simply because there was magic at work.” She frowned. “I had 
that inclination when I was human. From the moment I saw him. My becoming fae had no part of this, 
though perhaps it has made it worse.” She meant her words for the Morrigan, Valroy—whom she was 
certain was listening—and also Puck. 

Who was eagerly waiting for her to hurl the stick again. “I suppose as far as ways that I could 
spend my night, waiting for whatever violent debauchery is to follow, playing fetch with you is not 
such a bad one on the list.” She tossed it, smiling as he ran too fast to stop, and his back end caught up 
with his front, knocking him over on the ground in a heap. He stood, shook himself off from head to 
tail, and trotted back up to her, the game concluded. She ruffled his fur. “Thank you.” 

He licked her hand. 

“I think I’m hungry. I think you upset Valroy too much for breakfast. Shall we see if we can find 
ourselves some food?” She knew the answer; she just wanted to see him excited. 

Puck barked enthusiastically, wagging his tail behind him like a hairy whip. 

“Well, then. Let’s see what we can do about that.” Traveling through the roots was out of the 
question, as it would leave him behind, but simply asking the trees for guidance had worked well for 
her before. She placed her hand against the bark of one of the tall structures and silently made the 
request. 7 think we are in the need of friendly company, as much as you are capable of taking us 
there. 

She smiled as the trees shifted and moved, clearing a new path that headed sharply to the left of 
where they had been walking. She jerked her head in that direction, and Puck was off scouting ahead, 
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trotting and sniffing the ground, examining every leaf and pebble. 
No, it was not a bad way to spend her day at all. 
It took her mind off things, at least. 
Mostly. 
Somewhat. 
Perhaps a little bit. 
No, not at all, if she were being honest with herself. 
But the company was worth it anyway. 


TITANIA WAS IN A RAGE. 

There, sitting on her table, was a silver platter. Stamped and etched with the markings of humans, 
it was clearly from Valroy’s rather extensive and profane collection of mortal “relics.” It was not the 
platter that upset her. 

It was the head that sat atop it. 

Her jaw twitched as she stared into the glassy, sightless eyes of one of her most devious spies. 
There, in his mouth, shoved there as though he were a suckling pig, was a crimson apple. The skin 
was far too red to be a normal apple. No, she knew precisely from whence it had come. 

For Abigail had grown an apple tree of pitch-black bark, translucent leaves, and the bloodiest red 
fruit as a message to her two guardians. This was not the work of Valroy—not directly. Valroy’s work 
would have been much more gruesome. A blood eagle, perhaps. Not this. 

This was a message from the goat king. 

Grimacing, she whirled from the scene and stormed into her private chambers, threading her 
hands into her hair. Lord Bayodan must have been tasked with outwitting her attempts to sneak her 
agents into the Unseelie realm. 

But they had only caught the one. 

It was a warning, yes...but it was not enough to deter her. Not in the slightest. 

She merely had to be more careful. 

Sinking into her cushioned chair, hung between two trees, enjoying how it swayed back and forth, 
she tapped her fingers against her chin and thought. She had lost a pawn. But there were far more 
pieces in play. 

And now she knew her opponent. And more importantly, her theory was correct. Valroy was 
distracted. The prince was not the one sitting across from her. Shutting her eyes, she began to think 
through every possible outcome of her next steps. Her rage cooled and simmered, and soon she was 
smiling. Yes. This would work out nicely. 

The goat king was a difficult opponent. 

But not an insurmountable one. 


ABIGAIL SMILED at the sound of the ocean as she stepped out of the forest and onto the gravel shore. 
She had a sense of who she was about to find. Puck ran ahead, tail wagging, as he jumped headlong 
into the waves, careless of any kind of danger that might be lurking beneath. 


For example, in the form of a giant, ship-eating sea monster. 

As she approached the shore, she was surprised to see a small wooden cabin on the grassy 
portion, just high enough to be out of the reach of the tides. Amber light flickered from the windows, 
and smoke curled from its metal chimney that jutted out of the roughly shingled roof. 

It was not Anfar the Maze had brought her to see. She could not imagine the dour sea beast living 
in a small wooden cabin. As she approached the door, she wondered who it could possibly be. 

Quietly rapping on the door, she waited, trying not to feel awkward about simply coming up to 
someone’s door and expecting hospitality. Although perhaps that was the way of the fae. She rightly 
had no clue. 

When the door opened, she smiled in surprise. “Perin!” 

“A—Abigail?” The selkie’s eyes went wide in surprise. It seemed that he could not believe what 
he was seeing. “What are you doing here?” 

A very wet dog let out a loud “bork!” from where he sat beside her, tongue hanging out of his 
mouth a moment later. He was apparently not to be overlooked. 

Perin jumped an inch at the loud sound and looked down at the dog. His expression of shock 
turned to one of fear. “Oh—oh, no—oh, no, that’s—” The selkie took a step back, recoiling from the 
animal. 

Puck seemed to think that served as a perfect invitation to come inside. He trotted past Perin into 
the small cabin, instantly sniffing at the food on the small potbelly stove, and then began snuffing and 
investigating every object in the cabin. 

“I... ?m sorry. He’s...” 

“That is—that is the Seelie spymaster—” Perin pointed at the dog in wild-eyed terror. “And he is 
—he is—” 

“A harmless dog who is intent on following me about, as far as I can tell.” Abigail cringed as 
Puck jumped up onto Perin’s small cot, instantly rolling onto his back. “And he is dripping on your 
sheets. I apologize for that.” 

Perin let out a groan and rubbed his hand over his face, muttering something about “...bleeding 
lords and now this.” He stood aside for her and gestured for her to come in. “Well, you can’t make it 
worse. Come on in.” 

Abigail smiled and, stepping up to Perin, hugged him. “It is good to see you.” 

After a moment of surprise, he hugged her back. “It is good to see you too, Abigail. It is very good 
to see you. Are you all right?” 

“As much as anyone can be, given the circumstances, I suppose.” She pulled away after a moment. 
“I find myself in the center of the fate of two worlds and caught between two warring factions of 
creatures I still do not understand.” She huffed a laugh. “I am just grand.” 

Perin laughed with her and ran a hand over her hair. “You look...you look astonishing. Hah! 
These ears!” He turned her head to the side to examine the points. “And—oh. Oh.” He pulled his 
hand back. He must have found one of the red blooms of the Gle’Golun. 

“They won't hurt you. I won’t hurt you. I promise.” She smiled shyly, ducking her head out of his 
reach. “When the Morrigan brought me back, we were turned into one form.” 

“T...are they still...do you...” 

“I have yet to kill anyone with them. And I sincerely hope it never, ever comes to that.” She shook 
her head. “But I suppose they are a useful deterrent to the creatures in this place.” 

“That they are. Come, sit. I have not much to offer, especially to a Seelie fae. But I have bread, 
and cheese, and wine.” He turned to walk into his small cabin and began pulling items from the shelf 


on the wall by the stove. By the smell of it, he was cooking some kind of meat stew. Normally, it 
would make her mouth water. 

“I will ask you the foolish questions I fear to ask anyone else. Seelie do not eat meat?” 

“No. You do not.” He put a wheel of a dry cheddar on the table and a few roughly hammered 
knives, along with a large loaf of bread. “I think it might make you sick if you tried.” He smiled at her. 
“And there are no foolish questions you could ask me.” 

“We shall see about that.” She smirked. 

He chuckled at her dry comment and put down a bottle of wine before scooping himself a bowl of 
stew and joining her at the table. Puck jumped from the bed and was instantly at Perin’s side, clearly 
begging for food. 

Perin stared at the dog. “And...he...is...just...” 

“I know. Valroy has made me promise that if Puck betrays my confidence, that I am to be the one 
to kill him.” She sighed. “I only hope it does not come to that. But I worry that he is right, and it is the 
more likely outcome. I do not know his motives.” She pulled off a chunk of bread and tossed it to 
Puck, who caught it from mid-air and began chewing it happily. “Save for wanting for food and 
companionship.” 

Perin shook his head in confusion. He picked out a chunk of meat from the stew and, looking 
down at the dog slavering at his side, now very eager for the morsel, he sighed. “Remember this when 
everything all goes to shit, Goodfellow.” He tossed the meat to the dog, who predictably gobbled it 
up. 

“Wait...” Abigail frowned. 

“Oh. You likely do not know. He is a half-breed. Born from an Unseelie mother by a Seelie father, 
I believe he was given to Oberon as an infant as a peace offering. But that was long before my time. 
He was touted as proof that our races could exist together, now and then, without murdering each 
other.” Perin began to eat his stew, occasionally taking a piece of potato or the like out for the dog. 
She ate as well, enjoying the company more than anything else. 

It was a bit early for wine, though she decided to partake anyway. It might help settle her nerves. 
If the joining was half as violent as I think my night will end, I do not know if that counts as peace. 
“Depends entirely on the nature of the mating,” she murmured into her goblet. 

Perin snickered and grinned cheekily at her. “You are learning fast.” 

“I have little other choice. When one is being pursued by the Bloody Prince, one has to learn to 
keep up.” She sighed, staring down at her plate. 

“Have you...” 

“Tonight.” 

Silence. 

Perin sat back in his chair, the wood creaking a little from the motion. He was a handsome man— 
he would have turned her head without question. Though she had not met many sailors in her life, 
having grown up near the moors, there was a ruggedness about him that she wondered was not 
common amongst their ilk. He scratched at his stubble and looked off thoughtfully. “You are 
conflicted.” 

“Who wouldn’t be?” 

His expression looked strained, suddenly, as if he were struggling with what to say or do. “You 
stole my pelt and made me promise to tell you the truth. But you died, and the pact was broken. But... 
I...shit.”” With a groan, he swallowed down the goblet of wine in front of him and poured himself a 


second. “Shit.” 

“What is it?” 

He groaned and ran both hands over his face. “I should not be involved. I do not know how I have 
become wound up in any of this, let alone—” He sighed and stared at the ceiling of his cabin. “Anfar 
was here for a time, injured from a brawl between him and the prince, and things were said that I 
have no business knowing. And now you are here, and I do not know what to do.” 

“You do not need to tell me.” She chuckled and reached over the table to take his hand. “Whatever 
you know was not meant for me to hear. That—” 

“He loves you, Abigail.” Perin whined and covered his eyes with his hand. “There! I have said it. 
I have told you the secret, and now I am likely to be brutally murdered or flayed or tortured or—” 

“Perin.” 

“—he will skin me alive and—” 

“Perin.” 

““__sever my hands and then feed them back to me after—” 

“Perin!” 

He finally stopped and lowered his hand to look at her. 

She smiled, halfhearted, or perhaps brokenhearted, as it were. “I know. It’s all right.” 

“You...you know?” 

“Not in as many words. He has not said it to me.” She broke off a piece of bread on her plate and 
fiddled with it idly. “But I knew when I saw him at the edge of the Gle’Golun, pleading with me to 
return to him. I saw his pain, and it was not the agony of a man who had simply lost his new toy. I see 
it in his eyes when he is tender with me. I hear it in his laughter. It is why I do not truly fear his wrath, 
even though I should.” 

“Might I ask how you...” Poor Perin trailed off, clearly wanting to know but not knowing how to 
ask. For a selkie, he always seemed to be the fish out of water. 

“Honestly, I do not know. I want him, that much is painfully clear.” She laughed quietly, earning 
her a brief smile from him. “I sleep willingly by his side during the daylight hours because I find it 
brings me comfort. And, almost more so, because it brings him comfort. I was married to a man who I 
thought had loved me once. And I thought I loved him. But now, I know both statements were false, 
for I have something true to which to compare it. But I...I do not know how I feel. He plans to murder 
two worlds, Perin. How am I to care for a man like that?” 

“T.. rightfully could not say.” 

“Such is my dilemma.” She left out the portion of the problem that she was trying to studiously 
ignore. The portion about how Titania, who might be deceiving her, had tasked her to murder Valroy. 

To use his love for her as an opportunity to betray him. 

Even if she was not beginning to—and she could admit it, she supposed—care for the Bloody 
Prince, she did not know if she could live with that kind of stain on her soul. But what was the 
alternative? The slaughter of millions of innocent lives in a terrible war that would see the death and 
enslavement of her people—both former and new? 

What manner of stain would that leave? 

She shook her head and, taking a breath, slowly let it out. It wavered, and she realized then that 
her eyes had begun to water. “I am sorry, Perin. I did not mean to come here to be a burden.” She 
wiped at her eyes. 

Puck plopped his head in her lap, looking up at her with those big, mournful, yellow eyes of his. 
She smiled down at him and fed him a piece of cheese. It earned her a lick to the hand. 


“You are not a burden, Abigail. You never have been, and never shall be.” He reached out and put 
his hand atop hers, squeezing it gently. “I do not know what to say to advise you, is all. Pm just a 
bloody sailor. And I wasn’t even a very good one, at that.” He chuckled. “I am not cut out for these... 
larger-than-life conversations you lot seem to have.” 

“What do you mean ‘my lot?” 

“I am a simple selkie. Things like you, and Anfar, and Valroy...” He gestured his other hand at 
her. “Forces of nature.” 

A force of nature. She could not deny that it was true. She could hide from it, but hiding did not 
change the fact of the matter. The Morrigan had fashioned her into what she was now. She simply had 
yet to decide what she wished to do with herself. “I do not know yet what I am meant to be. But I do 
know this ‘force of nature’ is glad to be your friend.” 

“Well, then.” He smiled. “Can’t hurt to be on the good side of the Gle’Golun, eh?” 

She chuckled. “No, I don’t suppose it could hurt at all.” 


ABIGAIL FOUND THAT, in Perin’s company, the time flew by. He told her stories of sailing on the sea 
and of the strange lands he had visited along the coast of Africa. After they had finished eating, she sat 
on the floor by the stove with Puck lounging next to her. 

They must have talked for hours. For when she had stepped outside to stretch and check on the 
progress of the moon, it had already grown low over the horizon. 

And all at once, the pleasant warmth that came along with the company of a friend was struck 
away and replaced with a nervous tension. Snakes twisted in her stomach, and she felt a cold shiver 
run down her spine. 

It was nearly time. 

She chewed on her lip and turned back to the cabin. Perin was sitting in a chair, looking down 
with wide eyes at Puck, who had draped his head in the selkie’s lap and was clearly asking for 
attention. 

Stepping back inside the cabin, she watched the two of them with a faint smile. “You can pet him, 
you know.” 

“But it is Puck.” 

“Tt gets less strange as time goes on.” 

“I... suppose.” He petted the dog, who thumped his tail happily on the ground. “This is bizarre.” 
Perin shook his head. “And I am fae.” 

Abigail chewed on her lip again and glanced behind her. “May I ask him to stay with you? I know 
that is a mighty imposition. But I... should go. Alone. Valroy...” 

Puck seemed to like the idea just fine, as he immediately bounded onto Perin’s bed and rolled 
onto his back, kicking his legs up in the air. 

Abigail chuckled at his antics, made louder by Perin’s horrified expression. 

““I—uh—sure.” Perin stood, walking over to her after a backward glance at the dog. He hugged 
her gently. “I will do my best to keep an eye on him.” 

“Tn truth, I believe it will be the other way around.” She grinned up at Perin and hugged him back. 
“Thank you.” 

“You are welcome.” Perin’s expression softened. “Simply remember how he cares for you.” 


“It is how he plans to express those emotions that I am more concerned about.” She smiled and 
stepped away from the selkie. “For I do not think he intends to bring me flowers.” 

Perin glanced at the full moon. “No, I do not suppose he does.” 

“Have a good day, Perin. Thank you again for your company. And Puck?” 

The dog’s tongue rolled out of his mouth as he panted, still upside-down, on the bed. 

“Do try to take some pity on my friend, will you?” 

Puck’s tail thumped loudly on the cot. 

Turning from the cabin, hearing the door shut behind her, she walked alone down the rocky beach 
of the shoreline. Climbing the embankment toward the woods, she watched in fascination as a path 
opened up before her. 

She would never tire of watching the trees move in such a way. 

Taking a breath, she held it, and let it out in a long rush. Stepping into the darkness of the trees, 
she did not go for long before she found herself in a grassy clearing. 

A shadow crossed over the moon. For a moment, she did not know what it was. But then, as it 
passed over again, she went tense. The shadow was made by the passing of expansive, leathery bat 
wings, whose skin was nearly translucent, leaving the bones all that was visible as they stretched 
wide to either side of him. 

Turning to flee into the woods, she made it precisely four steps before a hand tangled in her hair 
and fisted it tight. She gasped as she was yanked backward, slamming hard into a solid wall of 
muscle. 

Two hands gripped her hips, fingers digging into her skin, the prick of pointed nails sending a rush 
of heat roaring through her as though she had been lit aflame. The fist in her hair must belong to the 
claw of one of those large, terrible wings. 

“Hello, little witch...” 

She shivered at the words, more a growl than anything else, that poured against her cheek. She 
could not respond. In that one moment, he had taken the breath out of her. 

“Tt is time.” He pulled her hips tight against him, and she felt the press of him—all of him— 
against her backside. “Are you ready?” 

All she could do was whimper. Gods, she was terrified. But...gods, she wanted him. She wanted 
this. Right or wrong, profane or primal, it did not matter. 

He whirled her around, one arm pulling her chest flush to his, the other quickly grasping her chin 
and forcing her to look up at him. He kissed her, lips crashing against hers, as if he meant to swallow 
her soul. 

She could only cling to him, dizzied by the rough and conquering embrace. He took, and she was 
helpless but to give. And it was all she could have wanted and more. 

When he parted from her, she was breathless and trembling. Faintly glowing sapphire eyes were 
lidded and heavy with lust and a devilish kind of joy. He grinned, an expression that promised pain 
and pleasure. 

Then, suddenly, he released her. He stepped back so abruptly she nearly fell, before she could 
catch her balance. “Little Seelie witch.” His words were a purr that rumbled deep in his chest. “You 
belong to me. You have from the moment I saw you. And now? The hunt may truly begin.” 

She took a step back from him, her heart pounding loudly in her ears. 

“Run.” He spread his wings slowly behind him. “Go, little witch. As hard and as fast as you can. 
For you know what will happen when I catch you.” 

What was she to do? 


Because she did know what would happen. And she wanted it, perhaps just as badly as he. 
The form of a deer came to her, legs long, and thin, and powerful. 
She turned...and ran. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


T he hunt was on. 

Blood pounded through Valroy’s veins. The deer that fled from him was young and strong. ..but 
naive and frightened. The fur that covered her body was not brown, but mossy green. He laughed, a 
dark grin on his face, loving the sight of his prey fleeing from him. 

It was time. 

It was finally time. 

She might not believe she was ready. She would fight him tooth and nail—oh, he hoped she would 
—but she would fall. She would surrender. 

And she would be his. 

He leapt, and with a powerful downstroke of his wings, he was airborne. Catching a current, he 
began to swirl up into the night sky, circling and biding his time. He was in no rush. The deer had run 
into the thick of the forest, hoping the cover of the trees might hide her. 

But this was his Maze. 

And all things served him, and him alone. 

This was going to be a wonderful night. 

A wonderful, memorable night. 


ABIGAIL’S HEARTBEAT WAS DEAFENING. The world was nearly a blur around her as she ran as fast and 
as hard as she could. She was not foolish enough to stick to the path, and quickly had veered into the 
trees. 

She hoped they might protect her. 

And that made her a fool. 

They closed in around her, growing denser and more gnarled, their roots lifting and seemingly 
doing their best to trip her. She vaulted over them, but she knew it was slowing her down. The trees 
did not have to catch her to be successful. 

If only I could fly. 

It would do me no good—so can Valroy. 

The trees were closing ranks, forming solid, impassable walls, herding her somewhere. They 
were pointing her wherever it was that he wanted. Twice she changed directions or reversed entirely 
only to find her way completely blockaded. 


She did not dare attempt to travel through their roots. There was no telling where she would wind 
up—or in what state she would be when she arrived. 

When she turned to run again, she found only one narrow path before her. With each other 
direction walled off to her, she hesitated, knowing it was a trap. One second was one too long. A vine 
snapped around her ankle, cinching tight. 

Her form of a deer shifted back to her human one, and she wrapped her hands around the root, 
desperately trying to pull herself free. But it was no use. It might as well have grown there—the thick 
cord of wood was inarguably strong. She would need a hatchet to sever it, and she had nothing of the 
like. 

“No, no, no—” She let out a frightened whine as she desperately tried to free herself. 

A second root grabbed her wrist as she frantically yanked on the first, suddenly pulling her over 
to the ground. A third. A fourth. A fifth. They rumbled with the movement of the earth, creaking loudly. 
They were almost impossibly fast. Each time she managed to wriggle out of one, two more seemed to 
take its place. 

She let out a cry and kicked violently against them as they slithered over her, wrapping around her 
limbs. She did not dare scream, though she knew Valroy was already aware of where she was. 

Her escape was hopeless. 

That was entirely the point. 

Letting out another strangled cry, she thrashed as hard as she could. It only resulted in the roots 
cinching tighter around her, pinning her to the ground. When one began to work its way—now slow 
and patient—up underneath her shirt to wind around her breast and squeeze, it was too much for her 
to take. 

Her form exploded into the shape of honeybees—a swarm of them that flew out from the grasp of 
the roots. She was all at once a thousand tiny things instead of one, and it was dizzying to see and feel 
so many perspectives and yet none at all. 

In a disorientating whirlwind, her mind in one place and a thousand, she flew from the trees for as 
far as she could before she thought she might go mad. When she collapsed to the grass, panting and 
head reeling, she had no idea how far she had managed to travel. Her skin stung with scratches and 
thin lines of blood left behind by her rushed escape. 

With all her soul, she wanted to lie down in the grass and simply breathe until the nausea went 
away. But the sound of an enormous set of wings beating against the night air sent fear through her 
body as though it had been struck by lightning. 

She ran. 


THE INSECTS HAD CAUGHT him by surprise! She was stronger than she acted. There was a great deal of 
potential in his precious little Seelie witch. He had not doubted it, but he was so very pleased to see 
her beginning to claim it. 

Swooping low, he laughed as he watched her desperately climb back to her feet. She did not run 
back into the trees but stayed along the edge of the field she traveled to. 

Smart girl. 

But she would have to find cover soon. 

Very soon. 


THE HOWL of wolves pierced the air, and she froze. It sounded as though there were a pack of them 
just behind her, each one singing out their clarion call to their packmates. She whirled and watched as 
six of the largest creatures she had ever seen prowled toward her through the mist of the field. Their 
shoulders were higher than hers, their fur a jet black that shone in the moonlight, and saliva dripped 
from fanged, toothy maws. She could see the flash of their yellow eyes as they approached, still some 
hundred paces away. They slavered for a kill—and she was their prey. 

She did not know what they would do to her if they caught her. 

She did not want to know. 

When the leader of the pack growled at her, she decided the trees were the safer risk. She did not 
think the woods meant to rip her flesh from her bones—though she could not be entirely certain. 

Some part of her did not think Valroy would do such terrible things to her. But part of her 
remembered she had watched him skin a boy alive. 

A path in the thick woods opened for her, rumbling as the trees parted. It would have been a 
welcoming sight, but she knew what was happening. Valroy was leading her where he wished her to 
go. He was penning her in—tiring her out. It was an obvious tactic...and it was working. 

What choice did she have? 

As swift as her deer’s legs could carry her, she fled down the path and into the forest. She knew 
the wolves had given chase, for she could hear their heavy panting and snarling that was far, far too 
close to her heels for comfort. 

Each time she thought she might have gained some distance, she felt the graze of a claw on her 
pelt or heard the snap of teeth. It spurred her on like a horse beneath the crop. Her limbs burned. She 
ached. She must be covered in dirt and scratches. 

How much longer could she go? How many more miles could she run until she could go no 
farther? In the end, it did not matter. 

The path abruptly ended. 

It dumped her into a clearing without warning, and she found herself circled by a wall of trees. 
She could squeeze between them as a rabbit, perhaps, but she did not know if she could manage the 
shift without collapsing. And she certainly was not strong enough to take the shape of insects again. 

On two very shaky human legs, she staggered and nearly fell to the carpet of soft autumn leaves 
that covered the clearing. Her breath was coming in gasps, and she felt covered in a thin sheen of 
sweat. She was exhausted. Fear had pushed her past her limits, and she was already trembling in its 
wake. 

And the wolves were right behind her. 

She watched as the enormous creatures prowled into the clearing and began to circle her. There 
was nowhere she could go. She tried to summon the Gle’Golun—to fill the clearing with the deadly 
vines—but found she could not. 

Valroy and his Maze would not allow it. 

Swearing under her breath, she did her best not to turn her back to any single wolf, but there were 
six of them and only one of her. 

When one inched too close, she swiped at it with nails that were suddenly pointed and sharp, and 
she found herself hissing at the beast. Hissing. When had she ever done that before? But instinct had 
taken over, and she had acted without thought. 


“Finally, she begins to behave like the fae she is!” 

She whirled toward the voice and watched as the head of the pack of wolves stood, its fur melting 
away, becoming the spread of dark, leathery wings. The wolf had been nothing more than a cloak he 
had worn. Before her was the Bloody Prince himself, though the nature of his hungry expression had 
remained the same. 

The other wolves shimmered and disappeared, having been only illusions. 

Planting her heels, she glared at Valroy, ready to attack him with everything she had. Which was, 
decidedly, not much. Not much at all. 

He grinned. “Oh, how much I do Jove it when you glower at me so.” He stepped toward her, 
raising an eyebrow when she held her ground. “Do you wish to fight me?” With a dark chuckle, he 
held out his hands at his sides, inviting her to take the first blow. “Come, then.” 

She hesitated. 

The moment she struck him would be the end. She may finish the fight, but he would end it with a 
snap of his fingers. 

“It is over, Abigail. It was over the moment it began. It was over the moment I laid eyes on you.” 
He took another slow, deliberate step toward her, the leaves crunching quietly beneath his bare feet. 
“From that very first moment that you unwittingly invited me inside your home...you were going to be 
mine. You simply took the long way around.” He took a third step. 

By the gods, he was a sight to behold. Terrible, graceful, monstrous, beautiful. Deadly. Hungry. 
Her resolve cracked. She turned to run. She knew not to where or how. But she needed to escape. 

A fist in her hair yanked her back, and she gasped at the sting in her scalp. She screamed, fighting 
as hard as she could, shoving and kicking and clawing. But she might as well have been a child. She 
was a frantic animal, and he was a practiced warrior. 

With one blow to the back of her knees, her legs collapsed out from under her, and she landed on 
the ground with an “unf!” Rolling onto her back, she went to strike at him, but the claw of a wing 
snatched her wrist before she could complete the arc and slammed it to the ground above her head. 

He was already over her, straddling her thighs, pinning her to the ground, his expression one of 
pure victory and devilish superiority. He was looking at her the way a great beast might eye its caged 
dinner—with all the knowledge that she had lost, and that it was at his discretion that he would now 
feed. 

“You are as beautiful as I imagined... you put up quite the chase, I must admit. But now, I—” 

Abigail slashed at him with her sharp nails, and he reared his head to the side as she made 
contact. Two small, red lines appeared on his pale cheek, the crimson beading and beginning to ooze. 

Freezing, she did not know what to expect. She stared up at him, wide-eyed and terrified. Would 
he strike her in turn? 

He touched his cheek with his fingertips, eyed the blood that stained them, then slowly licked 
them clean. “Well done. Never underestimate your opponent. Especially when they are a cornered, 
frightened, defeated animal.” He slammed his hand to the ground beside her head, grinning like the 
fiend he was. He leaned in close to her and whispered, “Tell me to stop, Abigail. Say the word, and 
this ends.” 

But she did not. She only stared at him in stunned silence. 

He grinned. “Do you want me to take you, kicking and screaming? Does the thought excite you?” 

She swallowed thickly. 

It did. 

Gods help her, it did. She wanted to feel his strength. She wanted to feel this. Weakly, unable to 


believe her own foolishness, she nodded once. 

“Say it. One word. That is all I need from you.” 

All she had heard was the stories of how violent he could be—how dark his pleasures ran. The 
scratch of his nails down her side did not frighten her. She wanted more of it. 

But she did not want to give it to him. 

She wanted him to take it. 

Perhaps she should not tease him so very badly about his love for games. Perhaps she was starting 
to develop a taste for them herself. She whispered, her voice barely audible, “Yes.” 

“Finally! She admits it. Then stop being so pathetic about how hard you are hitting me.” He 
cackled. “Because, my goodness, this is hardly any fun at all.” 

“Damn you, you—” She struggled as hard as she could, but he only laughed at her feeble attempts 
to escape. He caught her other wrist, easily placing it with the first. Perhaps if he did not effectively 
have four hands, she might have been able to squeeze her wrists out from under his grasp. But the 
claw of his wing could easily hold her down. 

It was as he watched her, calm and knowing, that the truth hit her in waves. She had known it from 
the beginning, but she had sought to ignore it. He could have easily ended this chase of theirs 
whenever he liked. 

He could have ended it the night they met. She had been a mortal—far more helpless than she was 
now. 

He could have taken her at any time. But he had chosen not to. 

The prince smirked down at her, sapphire eyes glinting with eagerness and patience all at once. 
“Do you surrender?” 

“No.” Her voice was hoarse and thin from all the running. Uttering the single syllable felt like a 
chore. Her body ached as though it had been put through a wringer, but she knew her night had only 
just begun. 

Smile splitting into a grin, he shifted his weight to the hand on the ground beside her head and 
lowered himself to her. She was trembling, and when his hot breath pooled against her skin, she 
turned her head away, only to have him capture her chin in his other hand and pull her back. 

“Good,” he whispered, his lips barely brushing against hers. “I was hoping you would say that.” 

He kissed her. It was rough, demanding, and almost violent. It was bruising and devouring, as he 
demanded everything from her in that one single gesture. He was the warlord, and she his spoil of 
war. When she bit his lip, it seemed to only spur him on. He growled, tilting his head to deepen the 
embrace, and she could taste his blood, metallic and bitter. 

When he parted from her, he sat back up, licking his lip where she had wounded him. The cuts on 
his cheek already looked as though they had healed, and she knew the injury she had just paid him 
would not be far behind. 

The smile on his face was vicious, lustful, dangerous, and evi/. Yet it pooled a heat low in her 
body that she knew was wrong, but unavoidably true. Gods, she was terrified of what was to follow. 
But oh, how she wanted it all the same. 

Wickedness flickered in sapphire eyes as he chuckled down at her. “I believe it is high time we 
begin...don’t you?” 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


A bigail could only cry out as Valroy wrapped his hands around the collar of her shirt and pulled, 
tearing the fabric clean in two as he ripped it from her body. He shredded the fabric easily, 
tossing the ruined scraps aside. 

She kicked and thrashed, tossing her head as she tried to escape him. But he was sitting on her 
thighs, and damn him if he wasn’t heavy! Her wrists were still trapped easily within the clutch of one 
of his talons. 

There was nothing she could do. 

And gods, it was glorious. 

She was too tired to shift forms. And if she could, she would not make it six inches before he had 
her again. But she could glare at him for all she was worth. A glare that was made far more furious 
when he began to laugh at her efforts. 

“Go on, then. Escape, little Seelie. Are you too exhausted to take a new shape, hm?” He tsked at 
her. He grasped her breasts with his hands, squeezing them roughly, drawing out a sharp cry from her 
as he began to grope and toy with her. “That was a fun little chase we had...although it was short. I 
thought perhaps you could go for longer. Or did you wish to give up?” 

“No—” She swallowed a moan as he pinched her nipples, the sensation that arced through 
silencing her complaints. It was not pain that ran through her. Her body already ached from having run 
as hard as she could. And now, it began to ache for a different reason. 

“Oh? Hm. I suppose you are still young.” His gaze, lidded and dark with lust, had left her face to 
watch her body as he played with her. He slowly dragged his sharp nails over her skin, just hard 
enough to sting without leaving a mark. “I have a question for you, little witch. How would you like 
me to take you this night?” 

““W—what?” 

He lowered himself back down to her, sliding himself along the length of her as he pressed her 
chest to his. He slowly dragged his tongue up along her neck to her ear, nipping at the lobe. 

She felt all her remaining strength leave her limbs at the gesture. 

“Do you have a preference, is what I am asking.” 

“A p...preference for what?” 

He lifted his head to look down at her with a raised eyebrow, before his confusion smoothed, and 
he chuckled. “Poor Abigail. Poor, poor Abigail. I have forgotten how negligent a husband you had. 
Mortal lovers can be so disappointing. So narrowminded. So boring. But don’t worry.” When she 
looked away, her cheeks blazing in her embarrassment, he caught her chin in his hand and forced her 
to back to face him. “I will properly breed you.” 


She shrieked in surprise as her world abruptly moved. He had sat up and thrown her onto her 
stomach in front of him. Cold leaves pressed against her cheek and bare skin as she tried to crawl 
away, only to be pinned to the ground by a claw that wrapped around the back of her neck. 

The sound of more fabric being torn to pieces, and she was suddenly naked beneath him. Two 
hands yanked her hips into the air, and she was on her knees, her head still low to the ground. She 
tried to push up onto her hands. Tried to strike at him. Tried to do anything, but he had her pinned. 
Her cheeks went hot. ““What’re you—” 

When he grasped her ass, kneading it in the same fashion as he had done her breasts, she bit her 
lip to keep from crying out. He must have seen her reaction, as he laughed behind her. “You can glare 
at me all you like, little Seelie, but I hear those whimpers of yours, even if you are doing your best to 
hide them.” 

He brought his palm down on her ass cheek with a smack, and she cried out at the sting of it. Was 
he—he couldn’t possibly be—how dare he— 

Smack! 

She wailed. It burned. When he rubbed at the spot where he had struck her, it felt like pins and 
needles were rushing over her body. When a third blow hit, she could not help the sound that left her. 
It should have hurt. It should be horrible pain she felt. She should be screaming at him to stop. But it 
fed some strange, hungry creature inside her...and she moaned instead. 

“Good,” he growled behind her, his own words thick with lust. “Good, Abigail. That’s it.” 

Smack! 

With each blow, he paused to soothe the angered skin, stroking and kneading at it. She did not 
know which half of the action she longed for the most. But she knew she anticipated both in equal 
measure, her head reeling with the strangeness of it. 

His fingers roamed, cupping at the center of her desire for him, and he hummed in appreciation, 
though she was mortified by what he must have found. But any thoughts of shame fled as he slowly 
slipped a finger inside her. She went tense, worried about moving too much. As if he could read her 
mind, he curled his finger inside her. “Do not worry. I can be rid of my sharp nails the same as you 
can summon them.” He chuckled, but his laughter broke off into a moan of his own as he gently drove 
a second finger inside her to join the first. “Oh, Abigail.” 

When he began to work his fingers inside her, back and forth, exploring her, she found herself 
leaning back against him, desperately wanting more. He set a patient, almost maddeningly slow pace. 
At first it had been soothing, a small thrill coursing through her each time he buried his fingers in her 
to his knuckles. But quickly it became frustrating. 

She wanted more. 

Damn him, she needed more. 

When her hand tightened, fisting the autumn leaves beneath her, he chuckled. “Do not worry. I will 
not make you beg tonight. I will save that for another time. No, dear girl, I am merely doing what I can 
to prepare you.” 

A third finger stretched her, and she moaned, her eyes slipping shut at the bliss of it. 

“Believe it or not, I am trying to be thoughtful.” He pressed those three fingers into her hard. Her 
moan turned to a cry as it sent a sharp rush of pleasure through her without warning, but still he did 
not stop. “Because once I am inside you, my dear little witch, I am not going to stop until I have filled 
you and fucked you raw. I will not be able to stop myself...nor do I believe I will have any desire to 
try. But if you are so impatient for the main course? So be it.” 

She went tense at his words. When she felt him shift, and heard the rustle of clothing, she suddenly 


found a renewed strength to fight. 

I am not ready. I am not! “Wait—” 

He laughed, howling in enjoyment at her fear and, grasping her hips, threw her onto her back. His 
claws grabbed her legs, yanking them apart, and before she could kick him away, his hips were 
between her thighs. 

Snarling, she thrashed beneath him. His laughter spurred her on. But no matter how she tried, she 
was quickly pinned beneath him, her wrists caught in his hand over her head. With every ounce of 
anger and indignation she owned, she attempted to set him on fire with the power of a look alone. 

He shuddered over her, as if the glare she had fixed upon him was enough to bring him pleasure. 
He smiled, pushing up on his elbow, and drank in her expression. “Glorious...” The claws of his 
wings lifted her thighs, bending her knees toward her shoulders, as he slipped his other hand between 
them. 

She felt him there, and her anger turned quickly into fear. There was no possible way! There was 
no way by magic or— 

The pressure built as he pressed his hips toward hers, and she arched her back, letting out a small 
mewling sound. It built, and built—and it seemed just as impossible as she thought, and— 

Then he was there. She wailed at the sensation of it, and he moaned, lowering his head to her 
shoulder for a moment as his body tensed and relaxed in waves. But they had only just begun. When 
he pulled his hips back, there was barely any distance to retreat before he was pushing forward once 
more, and her wail choked off in her throat. 

His piercings. 

She had forgotten about his piercings. 

He had reached the first row. She felt it there, strange and foreign, and it was not possible! 

“W—wait—wait—” she stammered. “This—it won’ t—” 

“Yes. It will. And shall I wait? No.” He grinned down at her before running his tongue slowly 
along her lower lip. “Let us count them together, shall we? One.” He snapped his hips forward. 

Her back left the ground as she arched, her mouth opening in a silent cry. It was not simply the 
jewelry that threatened to send her thoughts emptying out of her head. It was the sheer girth of him. 
She understood now why he had been so patient with his fingers. 

But she did not know as they did much good at all. She felt torn in two, her body aching with the 
stretch of him. 

He relented just the smallest amount, the beads leaving her, only to enter again a moment later, 
sending a jolt up her spine. He was kissing her cheek at the corner of her mouth, and it was not until 
he had repeated the movement a second time that she even realized he was talking to her. 

“Breathe, Abigail...Breathe. If you do not, I—nnnh—I will be humping your unconscious body, 
and that is hardly any fun at all, is it?” When she blinked a few times to look at him, he smiled. 
“There you are.” His voice was breathy, caught in his own pleasure, as he rocked himself inside her. 
“I thought I had—ah—lost you.” 

“Please, I—wait—” 

“No.” 

Her world was moving again. That ache—that world-splitting ache left her. He knelt, tossing her 
on her side, and she squeaked in surprise as one of the claws of his wings scooped underneath her hip 
and picked her up from the ground. It was so impossibly strong, and he supported her weight as if she 
were nothing. 

When he grabbed her other leg to balance it against his chest, she twisted to press her shoulders to 


the ground. She was too exposed like this, too—she nearly screamed as he drove himself back into 
her, past that first row, and began to sink himself deeper inside her. He growled loudly, leaning over 
her to fondle her breast as he pressed harder. “You will have all of me. You will surrender to me. You 
will surrender to this, little witch!” he snarled as he pulled her against him. 

Her cry nearly drowned him out. 

“Two.” 

The pattern began again, with her helpless except to lie there and gasp for air as he worked 
himself into her body, back and forth, pressing and relenting, his tempo slow and methodical. He was 
unstoppable. Each time the swell of him entered her, the slide of those two rows of piercings rubbing 
over her body, she thought she might lose her mind. All that existed was him, the ungodly fullness that 
pushed her to the brink of release, and the knowledge that they had not even truly yet begun. 

“Three.” 

She tossed her head back, panting for air, unable to find the strength to do anything but whimper 
his name. Would she die like this? Split in two by him? White-hot ecstasy flooded her, her body 
clenching and begging, lost to feral and primal urges. 

He snarled loudly over her, and snapped his hips forward abruptly, drawing a cry out of her. 
“Four!” 

Gods above. Gods above, how many were there? When he leaned over her, her calf still against 
his shoulder, and kissed her, she parted her lips for him and invited his tongue to dance with hers. To 
conquer her mouth as he was conquering her body. She felt so full—so impossibly full. 

Still, he continued forward. Still, he drove his hips closer to hers. Still, he demanded that her 
body take more. He ended the kiss, straightening, and grasped her hips in both hands, his wing taking 
over holding her ankle. Every muscle in his body was tense, locked tight and straining, as he pulled 
her body onto him. “Five. ” 

He pulled out of her then, nearly all the way, before driving back. Slowly. Forcefully. Making her 
feel every moment, every inch, every part of him. She placed her hand against her abdomen, 
wondering if she could feel him inside her. At the sight of her movement, he moaned loudly as he 
drove himself into her again, harder and faster than before. “Six!” 

Gods help her, she could feel him. “Valroy—I—ah!” Ecstasy overtook her again, and she could 
only tremble. When he precisely threw her back onto her stomach, she did not notice. Everything was 
a blur of pleasure. 

She was thankful for the cool press of leaves against her cheek. Her hips were yanked up into the 
air, and he dug his fingers hard into her flesh as he drove himself into her mercilessly. 

And her body welcomed him in. 

“Seven.” 

The stretch was a sting, but it did nothing to deter the bliss that seemed to have rewritten every 
fiber of her body, every nerve and every muscle. He throbbed inside her, hot, and huge, and 
unstoppable. She was certain the dance had only just begun. 

And as he began to core himself a home inside her, she knew she was right. 


SHE WAS PERFECT. 
Utterly perfect. 


Valroy knew he was not being gentle as he rutted her, pounding himself into her tender, tight, 
volcanic heat. He could not stop himself. There was nothing in his mind but the need for her. The need 
to make her his. 

Others might have her. Shit, someday he might enjoy sharing her if she wished it. But no one 
would have her like he did. 

No one would ever have her like this. 

No one else would experience how she had fought him, glared at him, struggled, and then 
relented, all because she wished to. Not how she was before him now, supple and pliable, as he fit so 
very much of him inside so very little of her. 

Each impact into her depths sent bliss coursing through him, the tempo of the dance demanding 
more, and more, and more. 

And he would have more. He would have as much as he wanted from her. He would teach her 
what it really meant to be wild. And he would show her why he had earned his reputation. Her body 
had fought the invader at first, but he was a persistent warlord, and now she welcomed him. 

Good. 

Too bad he was not nearly finished with her. 

He grasped her wrists with the claws of his wings, and yanked her up from the ground, stilling his 
assault for the moment. She gasped, helpless as she dangled from her wrists gripped in his talons, still 
bent at the waist profanely before him. He pressed himself into her until just the seventh piercing had 
slipped inside. 

She was shivering, her body covered in sweat, and she let out a breathy, wanton moan. 

“Abigail...” he crooned, slowly rubbing his hands up and down her back, loving how she 
trembled when he dug his sharp nails into her skin. “Do you surrender?” 

Her reply was breathless. “Yes.” 

“Then I have a reward for you, little witch...” 

She glanced over her shoulder at him, moss green eyes lidded and nearly evergreen, hazed with 
lust and rightly a little nervous. She did not speak. That was fine. 

He grinned. 

And snapped his hips forward, pulling her back against him with all his strength. She screamed as 
he buried himself in her to the hilt, her eyes flying wide as he ensured she took every single bit of his 
body that he could offer her. He ground himself into her warmth, savoring the incredible moment. 

Her body clenched around him like a vise, squeezing in waves as pleasure drove her yet again 
over the peak into release. He nearly lost control of himself. It took every scrap of willpower he had 
left to keep from joining her. When she had come down from wherever he had sent her, her head was 
rolled forward, and she was panting for air. 

He laughed, raspy and breathy in his own right. 

“Eight.” 


WHEN AND HOW she had wound up on her back again, she did not know. Her hips were off the ground, 
kept in the grasps of his claws. The sharp points were digging into her skin, but she barely noticed 
them. She could not think. She could not do anything but feel him. 

He was a machine. 


He was an animal. 

He was a demigod. 

And he was incredible. 

If this was how she died, she would embrace it with open arms. She could no longer stifle the 
sounds she made as he pounded himself into her body like a hammer. Bliss rolled over her, again and 
again, countless times. Finally, she did not know if she could take any more. “Valroy—” Mercy! 

His lips swallowed her plea, and he snapped his hips into her once, twice, somehow harder than 
before. They were like the strike of blows, and each one threatened to send her reeling into a 
euphoric cloud. When he broke the kiss, he sank himself down to the hilt, forcing her body to take him 
all. And greedily, she did. 

His chest was heaving, and his breath was hot against her cheek. His words were almost lost in 
his growl. “Once more for me, Abigail...once more.” 

And as if he could play her like his pipe organ, she obeyed. Her body tightened in one last 
overture to him. 

He snarled, baring his teeth, and she felt him throb inside her. Heat filled her, and she sank deeper 
into the throes of her surrender. And as the world emptied of everything, including consciousness, the 
last thing on her lips was his name. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


H e loved her. 
Oh, how he loved her. 

Valroy kissed her cheek, streaked in dirt and scratches from her run through his Maze. He doubted 
she even knew how battered she was by the time he had caught her. She had fainted, the poor thing. 

Although he was not surprised. He had not gone easy on her. 

Scooping her up into his arms, he cradled her body against his chest. She was shivering in the 
chill night air, the sweat on her now doing more harm than good. He folded himself through space, 
willing his bath to be filled and warm. 

This time he would join her. 

One, to keep her from drowning. And two, because he did not think he could part with her in this 
moment. He stepped into the steaming tub, still holding her in his arms, and carefully sat down on the 
bench, slowly submerging her. He did not want to give her too much of a shock. 

She murmured, shifting against him. He smiled, stroking her hair with the claw of one of his 
wings. Holding her in his lap with the other, he scooped up a towel and a bar of soap and set about 
undoing the damage he had been responsible for. 

A scrape here. A talon mark there. He paid careful attention to the bruises that marked her. Some 
from the chase, but most from their coupling. They were already healing, but he imagined she would 
be grumpy about them when she awoke. 

If she were not going to be angry with him, anyway. 

He cupped his hand in the water, gently pouring some of it over her hair, trying to clean the flecks 
of dried mud that had caked some of the strands. It was as he was nearly finished cleaning her— 
everywhere—and running a cloth along her cheek, that she blinked her eyes slowly. 

“Welcome back, little witch.” 

She shifted, groaned, and rested her forehead against his neck. “Ow.” 

He chuckled, running the cloth along her cheekbone, clearing away a smudge of dirt. “You will be 
all right. It is nothing that a stiff drink and a warm bed cannot solve.” 

Abigail reached a hand between her legs and cringed. She squirmed a little in his lap. “I...think 
you broke me.” Her voice was hoarse. 

“No, I did no such thing.” He kissed her cheek. “I merely dented you. You will be fine in the 
morning.” He summoned a glass of water and handed it to her. “Here. You are likely dehydrated.” 

“I cannot imagine why.” She sipped it, coughed a little, and then sipped it again. She shot him a 
rather perturbed glance. 

“What?” He arched an eyebrow and grinned playfully. “You enjoyed it, did you not? You cannot 


possibly be angry with me.” 

Her annoyance cracked, as it always did, to reveal what was really going on beneath. She smiled, 
shook her head with a small, tired laugh, and sipped the water again. “No. I am not angry with you. 
You are right. I ran because I wished to be chased, as...awful as that sounds.” 

“Awful? You must get out of that human mindset, Abigail.” He kissed her temple. “It will do you 
no good.” 

“I suppose.” 

“Besides, I went easy on you, and I have our second bout scheduled for an hour from now, and—” 

She slapped his chest. 

He laughed and hugged her close, nuzzling into her damp hair. “I am merely teasing.” 

“I know.” She rested her head against his shoulder, and he felt her muscles slacken and relax. 
When she snuggled into him, she let out a long, breathy sigh. “What am I to do, Valroy?” 

“What do you mean?” He wrapped a wing around her, wishing to draw her even closer to him, 
though it was not technically possible. 

“We...we cannot be like this. You seek to destroy two worlds. I cannot let that come to pass. Not 
while I breathe.” She curled her hand over his shoulder, embracing him in return. “But I—I cannot—I 
do not think I can bear to part with you.” 

He tipped her head up to look at him with the crook of a talon beneath her chin and kissed her. 
Slowly. Tenderly. He willed all his emotions into his embrace. 

I will protect you. I will love you. I will set the sky aflame for you. 

But I cannot change who I am. 

I cannot change what I was made to be. 

Not even for you. 

And my heart will shatter to pieces for it. 

When he broke the embrace, she was watching him, those moss green eyes flicking between his, 
searching for that which he could not say. He stroked the pad of his thumb along her cheekbone. 
“Abigail...I...” 

She placed her fingers to his lips, silencing him. “I know.” 

He smiled faintly and gathered her hand in his to kiss at her fingers. “You are exhausted, and I am 
tired. Let us feed you a bottle of rum to dull the pain and let us rest. Tomorrow shall come, and we 
shall face tomorrow then.” 

She nodded, and then she did the most remarkable thing. 

She placed her palm to his cheek, and after studying his face for a moment, searching for 
something in his gaze—she kissed him. 

Without threat, without goading, without bargain. For the very first time, of her very own 
accord... 

His little witch kissed him. 


ABIGAIL FOUND herself just a little bit drunk. Valroy had not fed her the whole bottle of rum, but 
enough that the world was not entirely in focus. It was quite all right, though, as it took the sting out of 
the ache in her limbs. Her back was sore. Her muscles burned. And—well—she had bruises where 
she ought not. 


She stretched out wide beneath the thick fur blankets atop Valroy’s nest of pillows and cushions 
and found herself, despite the aftermath, without regret for what they had done. By the gods, no one 
was exaggerating what making love with Valroy is like. Although I do not think that is the word for 
what we did. No, we “fucked,” pure and simple. 

It was a base act. Primal and built on desire. They had both needed what had transpired between 
them. But the way Valroy’s fingers tangled with hers as he lay beside her, and that soft smile he paid 
her every time she looked his way, told her more had passed between them than only animal lust. 

She simply did not know how to tell him it was mutual. She snuggled closer to him, and he 
tightened his embrace as if to reassure her. She shut her eyes and let herself get lost in his presence. 
The smell of the night sky and the crisp wind. The warmth of his skin. The shape of the muscles that 
fit so perfectly against her. The claw of a wing that draped over her arm, the pad of his monstrous 
thumb slowly tracing a line back and forth. 

Abigail was...happy. 

There was peace in his embrace. 

When she threw away all the turmoil of what was to come, what lying in his arms meant, she felt 
a kind of comfort and companionship she had never known. Being with Valroy was not anything like it 
had been with Marcus. The two were not even comparable. Not just in the act of “love” itself, but in 
the moments that followed. 

She traced the labyrinth that was inked onto his chest over his heart, following the lines of blue 
with her fingertips. She was meant to solve the Maze. She was meant to stop him. Not...this. Titania 
is right not to trust me. She is right to fear that I will not be able to kill him. For I do not know if I 
can. 

“I know what troubles you.” He kissed the top of her head. His voice was low, nearly a whisper, 
and she felt it rumble in his chest nearly more than she heard it. “And there is nothing you can do to 
help it.” 

There was an overwhelming desire in her to beg him. To promise him anything and everything if 
it meant he would give up his plans for war. But it would be to ask the stars not to shine at night, or 
the moon to fall from the sky. 

Lifting her head, she studied him for a moment before kissing him tenderly. She savored the 
feeling of his lips against hers. He hummed in appreciation, his tension releasing from his frame. She 
stroked his cheek, and he tilted his head into her touch. 

When she ended the kiss, there was a dreamy smile on his sharp features, and his eyes were shut. 
“A man could get quite accustomed to that.” 

“Do not pretend I am a good lover.” She chuckled. “With all the many you have had. My kiss is 
not so special.” 

“But it is.” He met her gaze and combed his hand through her hair. “Do you know the last time I 
was kissed by someone in true affection? Without the lust for my flesh or my power behind it?” His 
smile turned a little sad. “Because I do not.” 

She furrowed her brow and pushed herself up onto her elbow to see him more clearly. “What do 
you mean?” 

“Abigail...” He chuckled. “I am loathed. I am hated. I am despised, even by my own kind. When I 
take someone to my bed, it is because they wish to feel my body and what I can do with it. Not 
because they feel any manner of kindness for the one who commands it. I ama puppet of their desires, 
even as I am the master of my own.” 

She frowned at how empty of emotion his voice sounded. It was not mournfully that he said the 


words—it was matter of fact. As though he had long since accepted the truth of them, and now it 
meant nothing at all. 

“Even my so-called friends, Anfar, Bayodan, Cruinn—they will betray me in time. They will turn 
their backs on me. The moment I am weak, they shall take the advantage to see me undone. For they 
find me as grotesque as all the rest.” That was when she saw his jaw tick, and anger began to edge 
into his voice. 

“Shush.” She placed her fingers to his lips for a moment. “I do not know what to say, but—” 

“Kiss me, Abigail. Kiss me, but only if you wish to.” 

She did. There was no helping it, she did. And he was right. It was not lust that drove the 
embrace. 

Lifting her head, she studied his expression. The sapphire eyes that glowed so very faintly were 
tired, but still filled with what she had seen in him since she woke up in his bath. Love. He truly did 
love her. 

And gods above, below, and all the ones in between, she was beginning to feel the same. 


WHAT THE FUCK was Perin supposed to do now? 

He stared down at the dog that was sitting at his feet, his tail thumping quietly on the ground. It 
was not a dog at all. It was Robin Goodfellow. Robin fucking Goodfellow. 

Rubbing a hand over his face, Perin tried his best not to scream. He did so silently in his head, 
and it was not nearly as cathartic as he would have hoped. He opted for a quiet stream of obscenities 
instead, muttered under his breath, as he scratched his head and glared down at the dog. ““Why’re you 
here?” 

Thump, thump, thump, thump. The roll of a tongue out of the side of a mouth in a happy grin. Puck 
pawed at Perin’s hand, as if asking for something. But for what? When Perin did not respond in time, 
Puck laid his head down on his knee, eyeing him mournfully. 

“I do not know what you are scheming, spymaster.” Perin sighed. “I have nothing for you. I have 
no information to give that you do not already know. I am in no position to—” 

Puck licked his hand. 

“I am not important. I have been dragged into this...whatever this mess is, with Abigail, by 
accident. She dotes on me, and she is a fine girl, but whatever you wish for from me, it is useless, and 

Another paw to the hand. 

Perin let out a long, bedraggled sigh. “When you are stabbing people in the back, Goodfellow, I 
expect a second of pity and perhaps a thank you before you gut me like a fish.” 

“Broof!” 

Perin tried to take that as a yes. “If you insist on staying here, you are not sleeping in my bed.” He 
stated it, but he had a feeling he was going to end up being very wrong. He let out another long sigh. 

The dog nosed his fingers. And whined. 

“This is insane. This is nonsense. This is—this is—/fine. Fine! Fine.” 

Puck grinned wide again, tongue rolling out, and looked happy as any dog could be as Perin gave 
up and gave the half-breed assassin precisely what he seemed to want. 

He petted the dog. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


“i itama paced back and forth down the length of the throne room, her eyes shut. She did not need to 

see to be sure of her steps. She had done this a hundred thousand times, and she would do it a 
hundred thousand more if the gods were kind. 

And it was the subject of the gods that troubled her mind. She rubbed her fingers across her 
forehead, letting out a long sigh as her thoughts swirled. Dagda, was this what you foresaw when you 
gave me your crown? That to protect our kind, it must come to this? 

I bet you knew. I would wager good money that you ascended simply to avoid this! 

You always were a coward. 

She ran her hands through her hair, scratching her nails against her scalp. She did not speak her 
complaints aloud—she did not wish a visit from the Dagda. Visits from the gods were never to be 
celebrated or invited. Especially not when it invited their wrath. 

Sometimes, I wonder if the Morrigan did not breed the demon to spite you and you alone, old 
man. She chuckled despite her foul mood. Walking to the table by the wall, she poured herself a stiff 
drink. The Dagda—or simply King Dagda when Titania had known him as the King of the Seelie— 
had always been one to spur the Morrigan’s more jealous inclinations. 

Perhaps the Dagda was to blame for all of her mess with Valroy—both in the half-demon’s 
conception and now with such a dreaded choice and course of action laid out before her. 

She could betray Abigail’s trust. 

Or she could break Abigail’s heart. 

Or she could break the so-called truce between their people and doom them all to the war she 
sought to avoid. 

Or she could wait. 

As all the previous options were vile, she opted for the last. But the last bred inaction, and 
inaction bred weakness. And weak was precisely what her opponent believed her to be. And so, her 
thoughts returned to the beginning once more. 

Climbing the steps, she slumped into the golden throne and rested the back of her head against the 
carved surface. 

“Queen Titania...” 

She nearly winced at the voice. She had come to recognize it by now. Her Unseelie traitor had 
come. She loathed the creature beneath the rags, whose identity, or even gender, she could not name. 
But they were useful, and she was not one to rid herself of useful things. She did not open her eyes to 
address the creature until after she drank from her glass. 

It sat hunched in the only shadow in the room, cast into a corner formed by two limestone walls. If 


she had not seen it move, she could have mistaken it for a pile of discarded clothes. Titania rested her 
glass on the arm of the throne. “Speak. Is the demon spawn finally dead?” 

“Valroy yet lives.” 

She was not surprised. She was disappointed, but not surprised. She wondered if that were not 
precisely how she lived her entire life. But it was neither here nor there. Tapping her nails against the 
glass, enjoying how they ticked, she eyed the Unseelie cur. “Then...?” 

“The goat has sent his reply.” The figure tossed a rolled-up scroll to the ground, bound in crimson 
silk. It could come no closer, so that was the best that 1t could do. 

It also meant Titania had to get up to fetch it. With an annoyed sigh, she pushed out of the throne 
and descended the stairs to fetch the scroll. Shooting a glare at the spy, she scooped it up and returned 
to her seat. As she went to open it, she glanced up at the Unseelie. “Well?” 

The creature had disappeared. 

Downing the remains of her drink, she tugged the crimson silk from the paper and went to work. 


ABIGAIL HAD WOKEN up before Valroy. He slept in, it seemed. Or at least she assumed he did. She 
rightly had no one else to compare it to. But she found herself lying in his arms, considering the lines 
of his face. She was left to toy with the silky strands of dark blue hair that pooled around him. 

To study him. 

And to think. 

He was Valroy, the half-demon. Valroy, the Bloody Prince. Valroy, the warlord. Valroy, her 
abductor. Valroy, her tormenter. 

And now he was Valroy, her lover. 

It would be laughable if it were not nearly so confusing. Perhaps her changing opinion of the fae 
lord would not be so problematic if the recourse weren’t so deadly. J need to find a way to hate him. 
For if I do not, I will be pulled in by him. Then...I do not know what I will do. 

Love. 

What an odd thing. 

She had loved her aunt dearly. She had loved that poor tomcat Yorik. She had loved James, her 
goat. And she had believed until very recently that she had loved Marcus. Now she knew different. 
How could she have let herself believe she loved him? What had been the point? 

Valroy loved her. She knew it was true, even if she had stopped him from saying the words. She 
did not wish to hear him say it because she did not know how she would reply to him. 

Was it too late? Did she love him already? 

No. She did not think so. But then she remembered his smile. His touch. When he laughed at or 
with her—not his mocking or devilish laughter, but his joyful moments. But more and more, she found 
she...delighted in his darkness. The wickedness of him. 

What she felt for him was not what she had felt for Marcus. 

She would not lie to Valroy and claim that she loved him. But she could also not lie and claim that 
she did not. Like the rest of her, she was caught somewhere in between. And like her own precarious 
situation, loyalties split as they were, she knew this could not last long. 

Because pulled between two horses, she would be torn to pieces. 

I should summon the dagger Titania gave me and drive it into his heart. I should end him, and 


my torment, right now 

Yet she did not move. She lay there, watching him, feeling his slow breathing beside her. 

First, there was the matter of whether she was capable of murdering someone. Starting with that at 
the very top, she found she was not sure. She had killed animals to eat, although she had disliked even 
that. Time was once she had said that killing people and animals were very different. Now, she knew 
better. 

Death was death. 

But she also could not say that if she could still eat the chicken, she would not partake in the act of 
killing one. And what if she knew that killing one of her chickens would in turn save millions of 
lives? 

Would she take its head then? 

Yes. She most certainly would. 

So why could she not then drive the cursed dagger into Valroy’s heart? 

Because the idea of it made her want to cry. 

I have become besotted with this cruel fiend. I have spent too much time in his company, and 
he has seduced me. He is a creature of immense charm and power, and I am young and lonely. They 
were all excuses. Each one placing the blame outside of herself. And each one rang false. Each one 
felt like a lie. 

No, she was here beside him, in his ridiculous pile of stolen human pillows, because she wished 
to be. Because she had been drawn to him like a moth to a flame from the very beginning. 

Not in spite of his wickedness. 

But because of it. 

Even his violent and cruel nature she could forgive, to an extent. He was Unseelie, and she could 
not blame him for being what he was. A wolf was a wolf, a hawk was a hawk, and they ate what they 
ate. 

But what she could not do was step aside. 

He rolled onto his back and yawned, stretching his limbs wide. One of his large wings draped 
out, the talons flexing and clenching. The movement was languid, but powerful, and she was yet again 
reminded of a cat. Or perhaps a lion, though she had never seen one. She wondered if there were any 
in Tir n’ Aill. 

His arm tightened around her, pulling her to him. “Morn, wife.” 

She chuckled once. “I am not your wife.” 

“Yet.” He opened one eye to peer at her for a moment before shutting it again. “I expect you shall 
accept my proposal within the fortnight. If not immediately.” The seriousness of his expression 
cracked briefly into a smile, revealing that he was merely teasing her. 

Though she had no doubt he would be thrilled if she were to say yes. 

“No, I thought I might have other plans for the morning than marrying you.” She pushed up on her 
elbows and put her palm to his chest, over where the symbol of the Maze had been tattooed. 

That got his attention. He turned his head to her and opened both eyes. “Oh?” 

“I hear tell of the horrors in this kingdom of darkness that you own.” She shrugged a shoulder idly. 
“So far, it does not seem so bad. Either this place is not nearly as impressive as I had been made to 
think, or—” 

She squeaked as he threw her onto her back. In one movement, he caged her in with claws and 
arms alike. “What are you playing at, Abigail?” 

“Nothing.” She shoved at his chest, but he did not move. He eyed her with a raise of an eyebrow 


and said nothing. “You told me that I must better know your Maze if Iam to solve it. And how can I do 
anything of the sort if I do not see the depths of its torment? I am playing at nothing, V—” 

“Do not lie to me.” He grinned. “Bad form, lying to your new husband. You are up to something.” 

She shot him a pointed look. “What gives you that idea?” 

“Hm. I wonder. Here we are, in each other’s embrace, and instead of rolling over and having any 
manner of reaction to the mad and wild love we made last night’—he grinned wider as her cheeks 
instantly went warm—‘you instead ask me to show you the greatest horrors my Maze has to offer.” 

When she went to turn her face away from him, he cupped her cheek and kept her still. “You do 
not ask me for breakfast, you do not tell me you are viciously angry at me for however sore you might 
be, nor do you ask to go for another round. You wish to see the torment of souls. This leads me to two 
conclusions. Either my mother made you Unseelie in disguise, or you, my darling, sweet, wonderful, 
savory, treacherous little Seelie witch, are up to something.” 

“One, I am hungry, now that you mention it. Two, I am not as sore as I expected to be, to be 
honest. And no, I am hardly Unseelie.” She sighed. That left two options. One was obviously not the 
case. She could not stand it that he was right. “Whatever this is between us is—” 

“Marriage.” He grinned again. 

She glared harder, and he laughed. She continued as if he had not interrupted her. “Whatever this 
is between us is hard for me to accept. But it is harder for me to deny. And I fear it might destroy me. 
That if I cannot decide, I—by the gods, get that thing off my leg!” 

He howled in laugher and collapsed beside her on the bed, hugging her tight to his chest. When he 
bit her shoulder, just hard enough for her to feel it, she swatted at his arm. 

“Knock that off” 

He released the bite only to mutter “no” and repeat the action, just a little harder. She could not 
help it. She laughed. She struggled, and her laughter turned into a shriek as he began to tickle her. 
Despite his greater strength, she had greater desperation, and they wound up, several moments later, 
in a heap halfway across the bed. 

How she ended up on top, she had no clue. He was smiling up at her, sapphire eyes glittering in 
happiness and, well, love. When his hand trailed down her stomach, threatening to go lower, she 
slapped it. He laid it obediently back down and chuckled. “Very well. I will give you until tonight 
before I ravage you a second time.” 

“Will you not get bored of me?” She traced one of the dark blue swirls of ink that decorated his 
arm. 

He laughed as if that were one of the funniest jokes she had ever said before he pulled her down 
to him with the press of his claws against her back. She did not fight it and found herself once more 
on her elbows atop his chest. 

“You grasp at straws, wife. You wish to find a reason, any reason at all, to not want to be in my 
embrace. Does the promise of my impending wars not give you cause enough to loathe me?” 

“I cannot hate you for crimes you have not yet committed.” 

“Everyone else does.” 

“I am not everyone else.” She glared down at him. “And you have friends who care for you. Who 
choose to stand at your side despite your plans. And you would have more if you were not always so 
insufferably—well—you.”’ 

He snorted and laid his head back into the pillows to watch her. “I do not deny it. But I am what I 
am. I was born as the Morrigan wished me to be, and, despite her apparent change of heart, I remain.” 
He hummed. “But perhaps you will solve my Maze, little witch, and then I will lay down my life to 


you. I will die at your hands, and all will be well in the Tir n’Aill. Everyone will have what they 
desire.” 

Pushing herself up to sit astride his waist, she reared back her hand and slapped him as hard as 
she could. 

His head rocked to the side before he looked calmly up at her. “Ow.” 

“Do not speak like that. Or else I will begin to think that you secretly loathe yourself, Valroy, 
Unseelie Prince.” 

He arched an eyebrow again and laughed quietly. “Careful prying into my mind, darling. You may 
not like what you find inside.” 

“Nor should you pretend to know what goes on inside my mind.” 

“I do not need to. You play everything out upon those wonderfully expressive features of yours.” 
He reached up to gently caress her cheek, running the backs of his knuckles slowly along her. “You do 
not wish to care for me. You wish to see the full brunt of my dark monsters in hopes that it might kill 
that part of you that does. Very well, Abigail Moore. I shall pull back the curtains and show you all 
you wish and more. I will do my best to see you hate me. Does that please you?” 

That filled her with relief and dread in the equal measure. With a sigh, she climbed off him and 
sat with her back to him. “No. No, it does not.” 

He spread his hand over her back, and she shut her eyes at the sensation. His touch was so warm, 
so strong, so certain. She leaned into him, and he pulled her gently back down into his arms, her back 
to his chest. 

“You will be my queen, or I shall be dead. You must decide which it is you want. For I cannot—I 
shall not—live without you, Abigail.” He tightened an arm around her. “And I am quite pleased to say 
you shall have no say in the matter, dear witch.” 

She stiffened and turned her head to look at him. “What do you mean?” 

“You must solve my Maze before the Winter thaws to Spring, or else you shall be bound to me 
forever. And if you win? I die. That is the deal we made. And that is the deal we shall keep. You have 
no choice.” 

I could kill you next time you slept. That is the only path before me that does not involve— 

Her thoughts hitched as he kissed her. Slow and firm, the embrace left no room for argument. He 
was proving his point. Despite all that had changed, he was the Master of the Maze, and she was still 
caught in his web. 

She felt the tension melt out of her limbs, unable to do anything but bask in the kiss. When he 
broke away, he placed another, far more tender press of lips against her cheek. “Summon yourself 
some clothes, my dear. I recommend a light breakfast...you might not keep it in your stomach once 
you see what I have to show you.” 

I suppose I only do have myself to blame for this. 

Marry the Bloody Prince or put him in his grave. Those were the only two options before her. 
And the thought of either made her wish to weep. One, for what would follow. The other, for that she 
did not know if her heart could withstand it. 

For if he died... he might take her with him. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


P erin sighed and threw an arm over his eyes. “No.” 

The dog at the door whined, and he heard the scrape of nails on wood. No matter how hard he 
tried to ignore the spymaster-turned-mutt, he was helpless against the animal’s stubbornness. Another 
whine, another scrape, and Perin silently bemoaned the damage likely being done to his structure. 

“It isn’t even dark yet.” Not that it really mattered in the Maze, but he was tired. Puck had insisted 
on sleeping on his cot, and no matter how he arranged his legs, the small bed was not built for a 
grown man and a dog who insisted on spreading out as wide as possible at all times. 

Another whine, another scrape. 

“Fine! Fine. I will let you out.” He gave up. He knew he would always give up, for as long as 
Robin Goodfellow decided to grace his home. He supposed it was Abigail’s doing that the animal 
was here, but he could not hold a grudge against her for it. 

Who would want this creature around when they were about to get thoroughly fucked by Valroy 
for the first time? 

He could survive many awkward situations, but that one was not on the list. Sitting up and rubbing 
his face, trying to clear the grogginess from his mind, he sighed. Honestly, he was shocked that it had 
taken so long for Valroy to seduce Abigail into his bed. He was shocked that it had taken anyone that 
long to seduce Abigail. Certainly, he would not have minded having her warm his cot. He knew 
Bayodan and Cruinn would have gladly tumbled with her. But Valroy had called dibs, and it would be 
bad news to get in his way. 

Idly, he wondered if Abigail was the kind to share herself—with permission from the prince, 
undoubtedly—but it was neither here nor there. The risk of losing his hands, or worse, should Valroy 
object, kept Perin’s thoughts of Abigail friendly, and friendly only. 

The dog whined. 

“Yes! All right. Shit, calm down.” He stood, pulled a cotton shirt over his head, and walked to the 
door. His pelt was still on the hook by the window, which he was glad to see. He did not trust the 
dog. Who would? But it seemed that if Puck could steal his pelt, cursed as he was, he had opted not 
to. Likely because he knew it would anger Abigail. 

And why the dog was loyal to Abigail, he had no idea. Nor did he wish to be involved enough to 
find out. Walking over to the door, he opened it and watched as the large mutt tore out of the cottage at 
full tilt. 

And began barking excitedly. Someone on the shore laughed—a feminine voice. Was Abigail back 
already? Smiling, he strode out of the door. “Good morning, Abig—” He froze. 

The woman who stood outside his home, who was crouched and petting a very excited dog who 


was licking her face with wild abandon, was not Abigail. 

Fuck, shit, fuck, fuck! 

Please, have come for the dog, Please, leave me out of this. Please, tell me I am not— 

“Hello, Perin.” The woman stood, smiling at him almost piteously. “It is nice to see you, after all 
this time. I have met you in dreams, but...this is so much more pleasant.” 

It was still sunset, the glowing orb only just beginning to touch the horizon. Though it would never 
truly shine in the Maze, it was still a stunning array of colors behind the haze that kept it dampened. 

The woman wore a long, beautiful dress of gray silk. It matched the color of her eyes that 
sparkled as if they were filled with bits of glass or made from diamonds. Her hair was the same—not 
white, not black, but both and neither at the same time. She wore no adornments. She needed none. 
The woman stepped toward Perin, with Puck happily bounding around her in circles, clearly ecstatic. 

The hag. 

It was the hag. 

It was the third hag. 

And it meant his doom. 

Perin shook his head. “No. No, not me. No, anybody but me.” 

The woman chuckled, her expression turning even more piteous as she approached. “I know. And 
I am so very sorry. But I see no death in your future, Perin. Far from it. It is from your actions that we 
will know life. I have come to beg you, dear, sweet, wonderful selkie, to play your part in what I have 
foreseen.” 

He went rigid as the woman finally closed the distance between them and placed her palms 
against his chest. He expected something to happen; perhaps he would be overcome with a vision. But 
nothing occurred. 

Puck sat at the woman’s feet, tail sweeping back and forth, his tongue hanging out. 

““Wh—what do you want me to do, L—Lady Belladonna?” Perin tried to keep from stammering 
and failed miserably. 

The hag gathered up his hands and held them between hers before leaning her head down to kiss 
them. “To do as you ought, selkie. Only to do as you ought.” 

He furrowed his brow. “I fear I don’t understand.” 

“No one ever does at first.” She chuckled. “That is the miserable life of knowing the future. It 
only makes sense when you arrive there.” 

“Is—is there anything you could tell me that might help me?” 

“Smart boy.” She squeezed his hands gently. “What a very good question to ask. Yes. There is.” 
She glanced over her shoulder at the darkening horizon, before she clicked her tongue in annoyance. 
Those odd, sparkling eyes turned back to him. “I must be gone before the twilight breaks. But you 
must go to the great beast. Anfar needs you.” 

“Anfar?” He blinked in surprise. ““Anfar is—he is a demigod. What am I to do to help him?” 

“A bear once found himself with a thorn trapped deep between the pads of his paw. His great 
teeth were too large to pluck it free. It bled, and it bled, and it would not come loose, no matter how 
hard the creature tried. Soon, he knew, it would become infected, and he would die. And that was 
when a tiny field mouse, so small and so harmless, approached the bear and asked he if would like 
assistance. The bear turned his head away in shame, growling at the tiny thing. But it was not long 
before the bear realized that yes, he did need help. The mouse wiggled through the bear’s thick fur 
and, snatching the thorn between his tiny teeth, removed the dreadful barb. The bear was saved.” She 
told the story with all the gift of someone who made their living from it. 


Perin stared at her flatly. He would be offended, if the analogy were not so perfectly apt. He was 
a selkie. Anfar was a sea monster. His bones would be too small to pick the teeth of the beast in his 
true form. 

Perin sighed. “And what is the thorn that torments him so?” 

The hag turned to see the sun was now nearly gone beneath the horizon, the sky turning shades of 
ruddy purples and blues. “You must learn that for yourself. But Anfar must play his part in what is to 
come. And he cannot do so without your help.” 

“T—um—I will do what I can.” 

“Good boy. Thank you.” She released his hands to reach up and hug him, winding her arms behind 
his neck to pull herself close. When she withdrew, she snapped her fingers as though she had just 
recalled something. “Oh! One more thing. When the time comes, go left.” 

Go left. 

A visit from the hag, and she tells him to “go left.” What the fuck is wrong with my life? He 
stared. What was he supposed to say to that? When she watched him expectantly, he came up with the 
best he could do. “Okay?” 

The hag smiled brightly and patted him on the arm. “You will be just fine.” She looked down at 
the dog, who began thumping his tail even louder. “And you, my sweetest, are also a good boy.” She 
crouched down and began ruffling the dog’s fur, speaking to the dog in the tone of voice that one 
reserves entirely for animals and babies. “Yes-you-are, yes-you-are a good boy.” She leaned in and 
whispered something to Puck, whose tail began swinging wildly at whatever words she had for the 
Seelie spymaster. 

I dislike this immensely. 

“Is there any chance you could...I don’t know, pick someone else for this?” It was a stupid 
question, but he had to ask it all the same. 

The hag stood and smiled over her shoulder as she walked away toward the ocean. “No.” 

“Damn.” 

She laughed. “No one gets to choose fate, sailor. Not even me.” 

The sun was gone, and the moon was just beginning to rise. He watched as the woman simply 
vanished as the last rays of dampened amber light touched her. 

Puck was spinning in circles, too excited to sit still. Perin was busy swearing up a storm as the 
dog ran off to fetch a piece of driftwood and then drop it at his feet, paws dancing on the dirt as he 
looked up at him expectantly. 

Without thinking, he reached down and picked up the stick and hurled it as far as he could down 
the length of the beach. The dog took off after it. And it was only as he was returning that Perin was 
reminded that the creature was not a dog, but in fact Robin Goodfellow. 

He was playing fetch with Robin Goodfellow. 

“I fucking hate this.” 


ABIGAIL FELT the ground underneath her shift as Valroy folded them through space. She clung to him to 
keep from falling over as they arrived, and she made a face as her stomach lurched along with the rest 
of her. “I hate that.” 

“You could travel through the trees, instead.” His voice was a purr by her ear. “They do so much 


love the attention.” 

“I dislike being manhandled—tree-handled?—by your Maze. Or would that be tree-rooted? They 
do not have hands.” She looked up at him, seeing the sinister grin that seemed to paint his face more 
often than not. “I fear what will happen someday, if they were to grow too feisty.” 

“Too feisty? For you, I do not think that is possible.” His hand slipped down her back, and down 
her trousers, his fingers digging into the globe of her ass. She pulled in a gasp and, in trying to escape 
his grip, pressed harder to his bare chest. 

Fire instantly coiled low in her body, and she glared at him. “Stop it.” 

“What is the phrase?” He thought about it for a long moment before gripping her harder, his sharp 
nails pricking her skin. “No.” She smacked her palm against his chest before trying to push away, but 
it did no good. He merely chuckled and wrapped his wings around her. “You may make that face at 
me all you like, little Seelie, but I know the truth. And so does my Maze. The trees would not touch 
you if you did not secretly wish it.” 

“I do not—” She squeaked as he whirled her around. Before she could blink, she was slammed up 
against a nearby tree none-too-gently. Her back met the bark, and she grunted from the sting, but she 
was immediately distracted as he hefted her up and wrapped her legs around his waist. 

He sank his weight into her, grinding his body against hers, and she felt his instant need. 

And hers. 

The noise that left her was not an angry one. 

He chuckled as he pressed her wrists to the tree over her head. She could feel the hum of the 
living thing, how it sang. They might be corrupted things, but they were still alive. It did not simply 
sing to her. It sang for her. She was surrounded by things that hungered for her. Who wanted to devour 
her. 

She shuddered, her eyes slipping shut. “I can’t...” 

“You can. You have. You will again.” He released the pressure of his body only briefly before 
returning, miming the primal dance with only their clothing to separate them. “And again...” He rutted 
against her. “And again...” 

When something wound about her wrists, holding her still, she looked up to see that it was the tree 
itself that had done it! Wood vines had crawled around her, between her fingers, holding her in place. 
“p> 

“You are my prey, little Seelie witch. You are mine to hunt and mine to take. And you are the doe 
who, once conquered, rises to run again. You and I will play this game again and again until the stars 
blink out and die...you are my queen already, you simply have yet to accept it.” 

He kissed her with all the violence and ruination that he promised, and she was helpless but to 
give in, the tension melting from her body, as he ground himself against her and turned his head to the 
side to deepen the embrace. When his tongue demanded entry, she parted her lips for him, and felt 
nothing but the bliss of it all. 

When he suddenly parted from her, she was trembling in his wake. He took a step back, chuckling, 
and ran his thumb slowly over his lip. “But that is not why we are here tonight. Is it?” 

The tree released her, and she nearly fell to the ground in a heap. She rubbed at her wrists and 
could only glower at him in response. “You are a fiend.” 

“Half fiend, thank you very much.” He laughed as he swept a wing wide to gesture at the path out 
of the grove he had taken them to. “You wish to see my horrors? Well, then...let us begin. For, you 
see, I ama great collector of all things.” He sneered. “Artwork, weaponry, musical instruments... but 
pain and torment, above all. And suffering is quite like art—t is in the eye of the beholder. I believe I 


have selected the great terror that you will find the most upsetting. I believe I know what I can show 
you that will make you /oathe me.” His words had started playful, then had turned cruel, then angry as 
he spoke. “That is what you wish, is it not?” 

She swallowed down the rock in her throat. “I...” 

“No. It is too late. Come, darling Abigail. Step forward, as you asked, and view my Weeping 
Willows.” His lips pulled back in a grimace, revealing his sharp teeth, before he folded his wings 
about himself and disappeared. 

It seemed she was meant to go alone. 

With a breath, feeling shaken and unsure of what had just transpired...she walked from the grove 
and down the path. Did she wish to hate him? She did not know. She should. Oh, how she should. / 
should already loathe him. He should have had a knife in his heart this morning. Yet here we are. 

And here she was, about to witness the “Weeping Willows.” Something so terrible that Valroy 
believed it might make her loathe him enough to turn away from him. 

Part of her hoped he was right. 

Part of her deeply hoped he was wrong. 

She supposed there was only one way to find out. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


V alroy kept his fingers pressed on the keys of his pipe organ in the final note of the dirge he had 
chosen to play that morning for perhaps a little longer than was required. 

Because the longer he did, the longer he could go without having to address the man who was 
now standing behind him. Not because he had any manner of vendetta against the goat king, but simply 
because Valroy was in a right terrible mood, and he did not wish to deal with it. 

But business was business. 

And it could not be avoided. 

He lifted his fingers from the keys and folded his wings at his back, clasping the talons over his 
shoulders. He was furious. He wanted to put his fist through the wood of the instrument, but he did 
not. 

How dare she? 

How dare she? 

His heart ached. Would it ever stop? He suspected it would end in one of two ways. Either when 
it ceased to beat or when Abigail was his wife. Before those outcomes, no, he supposed this was his 
new lot in life. 

Shutting his eyes, he let the silence settle over him, the animals and even the insects frightened to 
silence at the bellowing of his great instrument. “How goes the hunt?” 

“Three of Titania’s spies have been sent back to her in pieces, as you requested.” 

“Good.” He finally turned to address Bayodan, pushing up from the bench to face him. “I will 
always tolerate a little imposition on her part to ensure she feels successful in her goals. But the bitch 
queen is scheming, and I will not abide.” 

Bayodan was watching him with an arched eyebrow and said nothing. 

“What?” Valroy sneered at him. “Speak your mind as you always have.” 

The fae lord’s tail swished behind him, curling and straightening as he thought. “What troubles 
you? I was under the impression you had a rather successful night, all things considered. I expected to 
find you basking with Abigail, not...” He gestured a hand idly at the pipe organ. 

The claws of his wings tightened, and he had to ease off before the talons punctured his own skin. 
“She made a wish. I have granted it.” 

“Pardon?” 

“Our Seelie witch woke up this morning and had but one request—one thing to say to me—and 
that was that she desired to see the most terrible horrors my Maze had to offer.” He laughed, a cruel 
and sarcastic sound. “She woke up with the overwhelming need to Hate me, Bayodan.” 

Dark eyebrows furrowed into thought as the fae lord looked away into the darkness of the woods, 


his tail swishing harder. 

“I made her mine. I showed her all the pleasure that I could offer her. I was kind to her. I cared for 
her.” He dug his nails into his palms, the stinging pain giving him focus. “I love her, Bayodan. And 
she knows this. She sees my love. And this—this is how she responds.” 

The goat king let out a long, heavy sigh. He shook his head. “I do not believe she wishes to hurt 
you. That is not her way. But she has much to measure.” 

“Much to measure?” Valroy scoffed, then grinned. “She knows the measure of me now, I can 
promise you that. I doubt she will ever forget it.” 

That earned him an eyeroll. “You know what I mean.” 

“Yes. I do.” His humor instantly faded. He preferred the humor to the anger and pain that he felt 
instead. “I have not once ever been found to be lacking, old friend.” 

“Tn bed, perhaps.” 

He glared at the interruption and the insult. “To think that she weighs my love for her and still 
finds it inadequate against the rest of who I am? It...I have never loved anyone, Bayodan. Is this how 
it always shall be?” 

“No. Not always. But sometimes.” The goat shut his red eyes and considered his words. “Where 
did you take her, prince?” 

“To the one place I believe will ensure that she loathes me for the rest of time, of course.” 

And that earned him a hand slapped over his eyes. “You did not. Tell me you did not.” 

“Of course.” He sneered and spread his wings, holding his hands out to his sides. “What am I, if 
not a generous soul? She made a request, and I granted it to the fullest. She now walks among the 
Weeping Willows.” 

Bayodan groaned. “You egotistical, self-destructive fool.” 

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” He relaxed his wings. “If she is to become my wife, she would have 
found them eventually, would she not? She would walk every inch of my Maze and see all the 
nightmares it has to offer. Why not do as she asks, and simply skip to the end?” 

“Because she does not yet understand why these places must exist! You have shown her the 
greatest darkness Tir n’ Aill has to offer, without giving her the greatest joy to anchor it.” 

“Have I not offered exactly that?” Valroy bared his teeth in anger and stepped toward the goat 
king, putting his palm to his chest. “If I am not enough for her, then so be it!” 

Bayodan was one of the only two souls Valroy had ever known who could not be intimidated, 
with Anfar being the other. At least not intimidated by him. It was one of the reasons Valroy suffered 
the fae lord’s presence. Not one to buck a trend, Bayodan simply watched his anger with stoicism. 
“You have not given her enough time. Your impatience has undone you.” 

Valroy snarled and decided that he might wish to undo Bayodan’s intestines, friendship be 
damned. He stepped toward the goat king. “Listen to me very carefully, you—” 

He froze. 

Pressing a hand to his chest, his eyes went wide. Pain seared into him so quickly that it nearly 
blinded him. He fell to one knee, hissing air through his teeth as he struggled to stay conscious. 

“Prince?” Hands grasped his arms but did not attempt to pull him back to standing. Bayodan 
sounded concerned, which was never a good sign. “What has happened?” 

Fury boiled in him. Fury and agony. 

There was only one explanation. 

Abigail. 


THE WEEPING WILLOwsS. That was all Abigail knew of what she would find ahead of her. She walked 
through the trees from the clearing where Valroy had deposited her and quite honestly did not know 
what to expect. The name gave her more than a small sense of foreboding. 

As she came to a low stone wall that reminded her of the stone-pile fences that farmers would use 
to mark the edges of their fields, she found her heart was already beating faster. There, arranged in 
rows like apple trees, were enormous willow trees. 

From the distance at which she stood, they looked normal. But she knew better. This was Tir 
m Aill. Climbing over the wall, she approached them cautiously. She did not wish to see what kind of 
torturous nightmare was before her. A large part of her was screaming to turn back. But she had asked 
for this. This was what she had wanted. 

But it did not stop her from pulling her green cloak tighter around herself, as though warding 
against more than simply the autumn chill in the air. 

The trees had been planted in the way they had grown, in tidy rows and grids, each one given 
enough space to span wide and grow high into the air. Their boughs curled down, the branches 
bowing low and blowing lightly in the breeze. 

Their oval leaves were purest white, and she watched as they drifted to the ground like falling 
snow. She hesitated before she stepped into their rows, something akin to fear gripping her by the 
base of the spine, as though the reaper himself had come to stand beside her and reach into her body. 

She was alone. Yet...as her feet touched the ground, she shuddered. The fear was hers, yes—but it 
was also not. 

The trees were afraid. 

No, the trees were terrified. 

She could feel it in the roots that spanned beneath her. She struggled to keep it out of her mind. 
She struggled to place some manner of barrier between her and the living things around her. Placing a 
hand to her head, she fought the urge to be sick. For the more she tried to stop it, the more the feeling 
fought for purchase. 

In her mind’s eye, she could imagine hands reaching for her in wild desperation. They wished her 
to share in their overwhelming and primal terror. They needed her to. “Wait,” she whispered. She 
begged. “Please. Let me understand you first. Please. ” 

The nausea that had begun to form in her stomach abated as the fear receded like the tide. It would 
come again. But for now, they listened, and the grasping, reaching, terrible hands in her mind’s eye 
shrank away. 

They would be patient. 

All the trees in the Maze were deeply disturbed. But these were something else entirely. She let 
out a wavering breath. She was shocked to find herself still standing. 

She would let herself share in their pain. In their horror. It was only right. But she would not let it 
happen until she knew precisely what they were. 

And why they would not stop screaming. 

On unsteady feet, she walked forward deeper into the grove. The bark of the willows was burled 
and lumpy, and perhaps several shades paler than it should have been, but she could see nothing else 
strange with them, save their white leaves. Nothing else looked wrong. 

Or at least...not at first. 


The trees were becoming shorter as she explored. She must be getting to the younger, newer trees. 
It was then, several hundred feet into her walk, that she noticed something odd about the burled 
growths of the trees. There was a texture about them that she could not quite place, though it looked 
familiar. 

It was another hundred feet later that she realized what it was. 

She hesitated, not wishing to step closer to investigate and confirm her theory. But she knew she 
had to. This was what she had come to see. Wrapping her arms around herself for any sense of 
security, she approached. 

There, in the bark...was a face. 

It was upside-down. There, beside it on the trunk, was another. She could see the torso of a 
woman that stretched up from the features that were caught in a silent, open-mouthed scream. 

Abigail let out a cry and staggered back, tripping over her own feet and landing in a heap in the 
middle of the path, staring up at the tree before her. Now that she knew what she was looking at, she 
could see them. A dozen figures, all upside-down, buried beneath the bark. Their arms stretched high 
over their heads, twisting with the bodies around them or stretching into the ground. Their legs were 
the branches and boughs that grew high overhead. 

Scrambling to her feet, she ran. She did not know where to, or why, but the instinctual terror that 
was both hers and theirs sent her fleeing from what she saw. When she slowed to a stop, she was still 
deep in the grove. Tears streaked her cheeks, and she did not bother to wipe them away. There would 
be more to replace them soon. 

No. 

No. She had come to understand. 

Not to run. 

As her frantic breathing slowed, she heard a noise. Something odd. It sounded like someone... 
digging. Fighting the urge to be sick, or to run again, or to do both, she let out a small, reluctant whine 
and braced herself. 

This is what I asked for. 

This is what I wanted to see. 

Heading toward the sound, she found herself in what must be the youngest part of the grove. She 
forced herself to focus on what she saw directly in the path ahead of her, and not at the willows 
around her. A large wooden cart dominated the space, something piled high in the back of it, hidden 
beneath a canvas tarp. A figure was off to one side, digging a new hole, perfectly in line with all the 
others. 

Carefully, she approached, and found herself trembling. The screaming that she could now feel 
from all around her had not grown any louder. But the sights that surrounded her were almost too 
much to absorb all at once. 

The trees were... 

The trees were bleeding. 

Stopping, she stared at one of the willows beside her. A dozen victims were lashed together 
upside-down and stacked three rows high. What attached them to each other, she did not know. Their 
eyes were open. By all the gods, they were awake. 

Though they made no sound, she watched them as they silently screamed, and begged, and cried 
for help. She watched as the figures wept and cried, their tears running up their faces and into the soil 
beneath them. 

Bark had only just begun to grow over them, slowly covering them, encasing them in wood. They 


could still writhe and struggle but could do nothing to stop the slow creep of nature. They were fae. 
Each one of them looking at her with wide, pleading eyes. Begging her to save them. 

They were Seelie. 

Thin metal chains bound them together. She knew without question it was iron. It wove in and out 
of them—not simply around them—threading their flesh together like fabric. 

Turning away, she fell to her knees and retched, glad she had taken Valroy’s advice and not eaten. 
Only water left her. 

When she could once more breathe, she was sobbing. 

“You don’t belong here, girl.” 

Jumping up to her feet, she moved to defend herself. But the person who was standing next to her 
only chuckled. 

“Naw, don’t think I mean you any harm.” The figure sniffed. It was a man, tall and broad- 
shouldered—though he would have been even more so, if he were not hunched over. His back curved 
at an odd angle, and the shape that formed beneath his clothing resembled the burled lumps of the 
trees around her. 

And he was also covered in pale bark. 

His hair was white as snow. Around his neck was a loop of iron chain, his barky skin raw and 
bleeding beneath it. He smiled thinly as he watched her expression change to one of wide-eyed terror. 

“Yep.” He sniffed and slung his shovel over the shoulder without the hump and, turning from her, 
began to walk away. “You figure right.” 

“W—why?” 

“Not sure what you’re askin’, exactly, but the answer is the same. This is what he does to Seelie 
he don’t like.” He turned the corner out of her sight, around the bend from another fresh tree. She 
didn’t know what else to do but to follow him. She knew what he was doing. She knew what he was 
digging. But she needed to see. She owed the souls around her that much. 

Witnessing their horror was the first thing she could do for them. 

The man was filling in a hole, not digging one. And before him, looped around a wood post, was 
a Weeping Willow in its creation. Silent but wailing, screaming and sobbing, were twelve more 
victims stitched together with iron chains. Their arms of the bottom stack were buried into the earth, 
and the feet of those above were lashed to stretch out high above them. 

No bark had grown on them. 

Yet. 

Blood from their wounds flowed into the dirt, staining it almost black. 

The grove keeper turned his shovel over and began to pat the dirt down around the victims as 
though he were merely planting tomatoes in a garden. 

“And you?” She could barely speak, her words coming out haggard and harsh. “Were you Seelie 
once?” 

“Still am.” He pointed a thumb at the chain around his neck. “Gave me a choice. Be like them or 
be like me. I took the coward’s way out. I know it. I ain’t proud.” 

““And—and the pile on the cart?” She turned to glance at it and grimaced. She knew the answer. 
But she asked the question anyway. 

The grove keeper pointed at a clear spot on the ground some twenty paces away. 

“No.” 

He looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “You gotta take it up with the prince, miss. Ain’t nothing 
I can—” 


“No.” 

Her pain turned to rage. She had wanted to hate Valroy for what she saw. And perhaps she did. 
But it was not loathing, it was not disgust that made her clench her fists at her sides. It was fury. “This 
shall not continue.” 

“You have no power here, girl.” 

Perhaps that was true. Perhaps it was not. She shut her eyes and let herself hear their screams. She 
let herself absorb their fear, their agony, their never-ending pain. It had never ended until now. 

She would not let it continue. 

She could not. 

Kneeling on the ground, she put her hands flat against the dirt and willed her vines to come forth. 

The power of the Maze kept them dampened. Kept them from spreading. She could feel the weight 
of it pressing on her like a boulder. 

No. 

This ends now. 

She pushed against the will of the Maze. She did not know how long she could fend it off, nor 
what would happen after. But she did not care. The Gle’Golun spread from her, burrowing into the 
dirt, creeping out toward the trees. Crimson flowers were already blooming, the thorned vines 
stretching toward every object in all directions. They would consume everything. Opening her eyes, 
she looked at the grove keeper. “If you wish to live...run.” 

He put his shovel down on the ground and smiled at her. “No. I don’t think I do.” 

With all the rage she felt in her heart, and all the pain and terror, she screamed for them. 

She screamed because they could not. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


A nfar was trying to sleep. 

He loved to sleep. It was one of the few times he felt at peace. And lately, he had wished to 
do it more and more. Drink, sleep, repeat. But someone was at the shore of his lake. It was not Valroy, 
for no large boulders had been hurled into the water in hopes of hitting him. But he could feel the 
presence there, and it was nagging at him. 

No one came to his lake and sat there, simply waiting. 

Perhaps it was Abigail? The young Seelie might have sought him out, in hopes of finding some 
words of wisdom or simply someone who understood the prince’s mercurial cruelty. 

With a long, grumbling sigh that sent water rushing from between his sharp teeth and nostrils, 
curling the seaweed that brushed against his scales, he lifted his head. If he stretched out to his full 
extent, he could nearly reach from shore to shore. It was not terribly large, but he was. But he enjoyed 
it all the same. 

Usually, it was quiet. 

Usually. 

Lately, however, that had changed. Digging his claws into the mud, he began to push himself up, 
the water pouring off his long neck as he breached the surface. Climbing toward the shore, he let his 
front half leave the water before he turned his attention down to see who had interrupted his attempted 
slumber. 

It was a man. 

A man and a dog. 

He lowered his head to look closer, and the man staggered backward. Yes, that did tend to 
happen. He would be lying if he denied that he enjoyed it every time. Inspiring fear in others was, 
next to drinking and sleeping, among his current favorite hobbies. Three ships had met terrible fates 
this week alone. 

And the man he saw more clearly now—it was sometimes hard to see above the water, as his 
eyes were made for the opposite—would know what terror on the sea was like. 

The selkie? 

What was he doing here? 

And that dog... 

He opened his maw, growling loudly, and lifted a claw with every intention of smashing the mutt 
beneath his palm. 

The dog yelped and ran behind Perin, cowering in fear. And now the selkie was waving his arms 
in the air. “No, no, it’s all right! He’s all right!” 


What manner of fresh torture is this? Why? Why me? I simply wish to be left alone to wallow in 
my misery. Is that too much to ask? 

Apparently, yes. Yes, it was. With another loud growl that made the water in the lake vibrate and 
dance, he shifted his form so he could communicate. The act of becoming so very small, when he was 
so very big, was excruciatingly painful. But he had become accustomed to it over the years. 

When he was standing on two legs, however, he found himself in somehow an even more foul 
mood for it. “What do you mean, ‘he is all right ?” 

Perin stammered nervously. “I—uh—Abigail—she said—” 

“Abigail.” Anfar sighed and shook his head. “Of course, Abigail.” Running a hand over his long, 
wet hair, he pushed it back from his face. “Let me guess. She took him in. Does she understand 
precisely who and what he is?” 

Perin merely shrugged. 

Anfar had to huff a laugh at the other man’s exasperation. “Welcome to dealing with the court and 
its schemes. I fear you must brace yourself for worse than this.” 

“Thank you for the warning.” The selkie sighed. “I hate it.” 

“Then you are acclimating nicely.” Anfar shook his head. “Why are you here, Perin? What has the 
prince forced you to do? Or was it the goat and his mate who sent you?” 

“Eh...neither.” Perin lifted his hand, and for the first time Anfar noticed he was carrying a cloth 
bag. “This is for you.” 

Taking it after a moment of hesitation, he opened the flap and looked inside. It was food, wrapped 
carefully in wax paper. He shot Perin a look of pure confusion. 

“Mutton, cheese, bread. I figured you might be hungry this morning.” 

“T...am capable of feeding myself.” Yes, he was indeed hungry, but that was not the point. “Selkie, 
why have you come with breakfast?” 

“I—well—” Perin looked for a moment and furrowed his brow in thought. After starting another 
sentence and stopping again, he finally finished. “I was concerned about you.” 

Anfar shook his head. It was a poor lie, but he let it go. Someone had put him up to this—likely 
Valroy—and that was that. He wondered how well they were paying the selkie, or if there was some 
manner of bribery in place. “Very well. I accept the gift.” There was no need to be rude. He walked 
to a fallen log by the edge of the lake and sat down upon it. The driftwood was bleached and dry and 
reminded him of the bones of a sea monster quite like himself. 

Flipping open the bag again, he settled it in his lap and began to unwrap one of the wax packages. 
The mutton. Good. He wanted to sink his teeth into flesh. Looking up, he realized that Perin was still 
standing there, the dog still behind him, tail between his legs. 

Anfar had no fight with the spymaster. They had never crossed paths. Or at least, not that he knew 
of. That was the tricky thing with spies. 

But both were simply standing there...staring at him. As if they expected something. Glancing at 
the spot on the driftwood next to him, he shook his head. 

Someone had put Perin up to this. 

Damn you, Valroy. 

Or perhaps it was Abigail. Either way, Valroy was ultimately responsible, wasn’t he? He had 
brought the witch here. Anfar had warned him that it had been a foolish move, and so far, he would 
say he was correct. 

But it mattered not. 

“Sit, if you like.” He jerked his head in the direction of the spot next to him. 


After a long moment, Perin stepped forward, and, pausing every few seconds as though Anfar 
were about to leap forward and devour him, he sat down. His back was as rigid and straight as a 
board. 

It made Anfar smile, just a little. He did enjoy when people were afraid of him. Taking a bite of 
the mutton, he offered the hunk of meat to the sailor. Perin shook his head, and Anfar resumed eating 
without a word. 

Puck was standing in the sand some ten paces away, fur raised, head lowered, teeth pulled back in 
a growl. 

Anfar stared at the dog for a moment, and then tilted his head slightly to the side. “What? If I 
intended to eat you, you would be gone by now, Goodfellow. You and I have never crossed swords.” 
Namely, because I am entirely predictable. 

Puck’s tail swished once, twice, then began to wag, his posture relaxing. He still was hesitant as 
he approached. 

Tearing off a hunk of the mutton, he tossed it to Goodfellow, who instantly trotted up to it. Anfar 
huffed a half-laugh. “I wonder how much of your brain has been melted by that curse of yours.” 

Puck barked. 

Anfar chuckled. Reaching into his bag, he pulled out the loaf of bread within and tore off a chunk 
for himself, some for Perin, and then a small bit that he tossed to the animal, who caught it in mid-air 
and swallowed it. “For what it’s worth, ve always pitied you. This curse was an unfair one.” 

“Why do you say that?” Perin took a bite out of his piece of bread. 

“He’s guilty of no more than the queen herself, if the reasons for his current state of being is to be 
believed.” 

“Titania has slept with Bayodan and Cruinn?” Perin twisted to face him. 

“No. Not to say she hasn’t tried.” Anfar shrugged. “Peace treaties, and all that. She propositioned 
the goat king and his mate at a summit, but they refused. That mght, I believe Robin Goodfellow said 
he was simply ‘making a point.’” 

Puck wagged his tail happily. 

“Huh.” Perin shook his head and took another bite of his bread. After he swallowed, he spoke. 
“So, he’s cursed because of Titania’s jealousy.” 

“Precisely.” 

Perin frowned. “That’s horrendous.” 

“Loyalty is the trait that she values the most. And with the number of times she’s been betrayed, I 
do not blame her.” Anfar pulled out the hunk of cheese and did the same division as he had done with 
the bread. Then he sniffed it, took a bite, and through the food, muttered, “She’s still a bitch.” 

Perin snorted in laughter, and then chuckled. Anfar found himself smiling despite himself and 
could not help but feel as though he had been defeated in a game. But he found he did not truly mind. 

They shared companionable silence for a moment, when the moment was broken by Puck tilting 
his head as though listening to a noise they could not hear. 

The dog tilted his head back and howled. The noise keened through the air, reflecting off the trees 
around the lake, answering the cry with a dozen ghostly copies. 

When the wail was over, Puck looked at the two of them, barked, and took off running into the 
dense forest. 

Anfar stared. 

Perin did not move. 

“Do you have any idea what that was about?” Anfar asked. 


“Not even a fuck of a clue.” 


ABIGAIL AWOKE BEING CARRIED in Someone’s arms. For a moment, she wondered if it was Valroy. But 
while the arms that held her were just as strong, they were covered in a scratchy oilskin coat, and 
smelled of the dirt and deep earth. 

Blinking, she rubbed a hand across her face. Looking up, she found it was Bayodan who was 
watching her in return. 

And he did not seem pleased to see her. He was eyeing her with the same stern expression of a 
disappointed father. Instantly, she tensed. “Did I do something wrong?” 

Quietly, he laughed. “That depends entirely upon whose side you’ re on.” 

Blearily looking over her shoulder, she felt as though she had been hit by a running horse. ““Where 
are we going?” 

“To your home. You need to rest.” 

“M...my home? But...” 

“The Maze is not a safe place for you right now.” He shifted to hold her closer and leaned down 
his head to kiss the top of hers. “But do not trouble yourself over it.” 

“What do you mean?” She tried to sit up, but her head spun, and she had to shut her eyes to keep 
from passing back out. Groaning with the nausea, she rested her head against Bayodan’s chest. 

“May we have permission to enter your home?” His voice was a soothing rumble, and she found 
herself comforted by his presence. She would ask her questions when she was conscious enough to 
comprehend the answers. She knew she had asked something important, but the words had already left 
her mind. 

“Of course.” She curled into his embrace. The sense of the air around her shifted, the chill night 
air turning to the warmth of an indoor home. The sound of hooves on a wood floor followed, and she 
blinked her eyes open as someone stroked her hair. 

“Oh, little love. We were so worried about you.” A pair of soft but cold lips touched her 
forehead. Cruinn. 

She smiled at them and their glass visage. “II am all right.” 

“No, dear. You are punch drunk.” Cruinn winced and traced a hand over her cheek. “You poor 
thing, you cannot even keep both eyes open.” 

“What happened?” 

Cruinn chuckled and kissed her temple again. “You destroyed the Weeping Willows. You leveled 
them all to nothing but piles of bone and bits of woodchips. But we think in the process, you right 
leveled yourself as well.” 

She would have nodded if she did not fear the action might send her head toppling from her 
shoulders entirely. “Valroy?” 

“Is...having a moment. He did not expect you were capable of such things. He does not enjoy 
being caught off guard.” Bayodan laid her down on her bed, pulling the blankets up around her. Cruinn 
was already sitting on the edge of the platform, tenderly stroking their hand over her hair. 

Valroy was angry with her. She was not surprised. But to be taken out of the Maze for her safety? 
She may not have been shocked at his reaction, but now she was worried. He was not someone 
anyone would want to cross. 


But the Weeping Willows were dead. The screaming had finally stopped. All those poor, trapped 
souls had been returned to the Earth. And in that, she could take solace. Come what may, she could 
not have walked away from that place and left them intact. “I had no choice.” 

“Oh, we know. We understand.” Cruinn smiled tenderly. “That was the wrong place to bring you.” 

“Or the right one, by his mindset.” Bayodan grunted as he sat down in a chair by the wall, the 
wood creaking under the weight. “The damnable fool.” 

“Its my fault. He only did as I asked.” It was starting to take considerable effort to stay awake. 
She shifted to roll onto her side so she could see both of her guardians at once. 

“And he was stupid enough to do it.” Bayodan shook his head. “No, he is a damnable fool. And 
you are no better.” 

“Excuse me?” She shot hima look. 

“What were you thinking, asking him to take you to the worst place he could imagine?” Bayodan 
scooped up an apple from a wood bowl in the center of the table and began to turn it about between 
his fingers. “What could have inspired you to do such a thing?” 

“T...need to hate him.” She shut her eyes, and instantly regretted it. The world swirled and lurched 
about her. “I cannot accept what he is, or what he intends to do. I am the only thing he needs to kill 
millions upon millions. I must learn to hate him so I can do what must be done to stop him.” 

Cruinn shifted, climbing over her to lie at her back. They slung an arm around her gently and 
kissed the back of her head. “We are just as bad as he. You do not know the terrors we have wrought. 
We have done awful, awful things. Some that many would believe match the Willows, if not perhaps 
are worse. Do you hate us?” 

“No...” She frowned and ran her hand along their glass shard forearm. It smoothed beneath her 
fingers, the million pieces fitting themselves together to be flawless. It gave them almost the 
appearance of liquid. “I do not hate either of you. I simply...I simply do not know what to do.” 

“Do you love him, Abigail?” Cruinn kissed her shoulder. 

“I—I do not know.” She cringed. “And that is the honest truth of it. I do not know. Even after all 
that I have seen today, 1...” She was angry with him. Disgusted that such practices were put into 
place. 

But she was not surprised. 

He was the Unseelie Prince. She grasped the magnitude of what he was capable, even if she did 
not know the specifics. He was a monster. He needed to be stopped. 

And she felt guilty for trying to hate him. But she knew not what else to do. 

Cruinn pulled her closer, snuggling into her back, their knees tucked behind hers. “We understand. 
We understand, and we will help you in any way we can.” 

Bayodan was still studying the blood red apple in his hand. Whatever he was thinking about, it 
was far away from her home. She shut her eyes, feeling ashamed, though she knew not why. She 
would have destroyed that grove of torture again, if she were given the choice. 

No, it was not what she had done to the Weeping Willows that troubled her. 

It was her inspiration for seeing them in the first place. 

I need to hate him. “I cannot let him wage war upon two worlds. I cannot.” 

“We know. Rest, love. Rest. We can talk more when you wake.” 

There was sense in that. Her thoughts still felt scattered about, like bits of paper tossed up in the 
wind. Shutting her eyes, she expected to be overcome with a wave of nausea as the world whipped 
about her. But the sensation of the shapeshifter at her back grounded her, giving her a sense of what 
was there. She laced her fingers between theirs, and let sleep take her. 


I must hate him. 
I must. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


t Ç he did what?” Titania barked a laugh and slapped a hand over her eyes at the news from the 
Unseelie spy still lurking in the dark corner of the throne room. “Of course. Of course, she did.” 

“How many of the trees did she destroy?” Oberon spoke up from where he was leaning against 
the wall. 

The Unseelie spy laughed, a low, nearly hissing sound. It sent a chill down Titania’s spine, and 
she lowered her hand to watch the creature that hid in the darkness. It was a perfect reminder that the 
creature was a traitor, yes. But it was also a dangerous monster. 

The Unseelie turned its hooded head toward the king. “How many, my lord? All. Every single 
one. The ancient and terrible trees are now nothing but bone and bits of bark.” 

Oberon stared in silence. 

Titania could only laugh again. 

“You know what this means, don’t you?” Oberon glared at her, angry at her laughter. He always 
was rubbed the wrong way when she reacted poorly to dire situations. It was part of his charm. 

“Yes. I do. I am nota fool.” She sat on the throne and let out a long, dragged-out sigh. If things had 
been interesting before, she did not know what to make of the situation now. “This means war.” 


ABIGAIL YAWNED AND STRETCHED, curling into the warmth by her side. It was not Valroy, she knew by 
the smell and the shape of the figure. When someone else shifted behind her, she realized she was not 
simply asleep in bed with one person, but two. 

She did not need to open her eyes to see who they were. 

“My bed is not nearly big enough to support three of us,” she murmured. Her head was resting on 
what must be Bayodan, judging by the size of him. 

When her living pillow rumbled a deep laugh, a heavy hand stroking over her hair tenderly, she 
knew she had guessed correctly. “I created something more fitting.” 

Someone behind her—Cruinn—grumbled, hugging her back to them like a stuffed doll. They 
whined, clearly not happy about being woken. 

Neither was she, to be fair. But she stretched again and, opening her eyes, looked up at the gently 
smiling face of Bayodan. His mood had seemed to have improved somewhat. “How badly have I 
mucked things up?” 

“Oh, you have entirely swiveled the chessboard around, love.” His smile turned to a smirk. “I 


fear we are rightly bent over the barrel now.” 

Letting out a breath, she rolled onto her back and, kissing Cruinn’s forehead, extricated herself 
from the tangle of limbs in which she had found herself. It was not nearly as alarming as it would 
have been not too long ago. 

“T will need breakfast before we discuss what is about to happen.” She pushed up from the bed— 
which was much larger and much fancier than her cot. It dominated one corner of her home, but 
somehow still managed to look stately. It was not nearly as ostentatious as what Valroy chose for 
furniture. She was not surprised. Of the two, Bayodan seemed to be the one with a bit more of an 
understated flair. 

“I agree with that, wholeheartedly.” Bayodan let out a huff. “But your choice for food is far too 
green for my liking.” He stood, and she had a chance to study him for the first time without his long 
oilskin coat. He was tall enough that his horns nearly scraped the support beams of her strange, grown 
home. His hair was out of its tie, falling around his shoulders in long black tendrils. 

The fur of his legs tapered farther up his back than it did on his stomach. When he caught her 
staring, he winked. She felt her cheeks go warm, and, wanting to hide her embarrassment, she turned 
toward the window. The sun was just setting, and night was beginning to creep over the amber skies. 
It was, as always, a beautiful night. “Does it ever rain here?” 

“Oh, of course. But when it does...it tends not to let up for weeks.” Cruinn yawned sleepily and 
stretched over the blankets, clearly still wishing to remain right where they were. “Although nothing 
is better than curling up indoors with a cozy fire when it rains, yes?” 

“If your roof doesn’t leak.” She chuckled. “Mine always did.” Leaning against the railing, she 
looked off into the woods. “Is it...safe for me out there tonight?” 

“You are with us. Therefore, you shall be fine.” Bayodan hummed. “Though you...may not be 
welcome back into the Maze just yet. Valroy was in a fury when I left him to find you.” 

“Oh.” Frowning, she realized she did not much like the thought of Valroy being angry with her. But 
she was trying to convince herself to hate him. She had asked to see the very worst of what he was 
capable of so she could kill the part of her heart that was beginning to care for him. 

The Weeping Willows were beyond abominations. They were beyond cruel. They needed to be 
destroyed, and she stood by her decision. She had acted on instinct alone, and, looking back on it, she 
would have done the same thing, regardless. 

But she did not want Valroy to be angry with her. Some portion of that was the simple fact that she 
suspected it was terribly unwise to have the Bloody Prince as an enemy. But also because the idea 
made her—she wasn’t quite sure. Ashamed was too strong of a word. 

I must hate him. And yet I do not wish for him to hate me in return. 

The only way the two thoughts made sense together was quite simply because she was failing at 
the former. Leaning against the jamb around the window, she rested her temple against it. “I could not 
let that grove remain.” 

“I know.” Bayodan pulled on his oilskin coat, adjusting the collar, and then began to tie back his 
hair with a silk ribbon he pulled from the air. “It is not the only horror in the Maze. Indeed, there are 
likely far worse ends within its confines, depending on your opinion. You do realize that, don’t you?” 

“Of course.” She shut her eyes. “But it is one thing to know that torture exists, and it is another 
thing to see it with your own eyes and walk away. The trees were screaming. On, and on, and on... 
and it needed to stop. What was it that they did to deserve such a fate?” 

“The majority were Seelie soldiers, caught during battle.” 

“And the rest?” 


Bayodan simply shook his head, telling her as much as she needed to know. 

“I do believe Valroy brought you to the worst thing for you to see.” Cruinn sighed. “You asked to 
hate him, and he did his best to deliver. The grove was the worst of the tortures for you. But if I asked 
for the same, a different sight would wait for me.” They stood, and she heard them approach. A 
moment later, their arms circled her waist, and they placed a kiss against her shoulder over her green 
shirt. “But the Maze is death, and darkness, and torment. It is the heart of the Unseelie. While those of 
us who live outside it might think we are above what goes on there, it is merely our true nature 
distilled. That includes Bayodan and me.” 

“I understand in my mind. But my heart does not yet believe it.” She leaned back into their 
embrace, accepting the comfort. She watched as the sunset colors reflected in the billions of shards of 
broken glass that comprised Cruinn’s body. It was mesmerizing. “Those things. Those trees. Were 
they of Valroy’s making?” 

“Yes. The fields may be empty now, but I expect he will find another unique way of torturing 
them, if he decides not to replant the grove.” Cruinn kissed her shoulder again. 

Abigail sighed sadly. What she had done had been pointless. At least those souls were free, and 
their screams had been silenced. 

Bayodan reached out and ran the back of his knuckle against her cheek. “And would you destroy 
the rest? Would you rip apart the Maze at its seams, with your Gle’Golun? Would you free every soul 
within its reach that cries out in pain?” 

“I...” She paused. “I do not know. It matters not. I do not have the power to do so, regardless.” 
She glanced out the window. Night had now fallen. 

Bayodan hummed quietly. ““We shall see. Come. Let us go to the market and fetch ourselves some 
food.” 

Her eyes went wide at the suggestion. “But—I—” 

“You are with us.” Cruinn tapped a glass finger against the end of her nose. “And we shall keep 
you Safe.” 

Safe. For now. 

Bayodan took her hand, and she let him pull her close. As they folded through space, she braced 
herself for the nausea when they reappeared. Sure enough, she staggered, and if he had not been 
holding her up, she would have collapsed to the ground. 

The market was a sea of colors and sound. The last time she had come to the Unseelie portion had 
been with Na’len, and she could only hope that her second visit would not end in the same fashion. 

Though she held out little hope. 

A heavy cloak settled over her, and she looked over to Cruinn, who smiled as they tucked her hair 
beneath the hood and drew it up over her head. “Your flowers might terrorize the populace, darling.” 

Ah. Right. Those. She had forgotten about the blooms of the Gle’Golun that always seemed to be 
in her hair or wrapped around her wrists in vines. “I mean them no harm.” She glanced around the 
market, watching the Unseelie fae and monsters who were weaving between the stalls of wares. 

“They do not know that. You just destroyed a portion of the Maze singlehandedly. You also, rather, 
more or less, just declared war.” Cruinn smiled halfheartedly. 

“I what?” Her shout inspired several of the nearby shopkeepers to stop and stare at her. She 
froze. “I should not be here. If I am with you, they know who I am, and—” 

“Shush. Shush. It is all right.” Bayodan chuckled. “They shall not raise a hand against you while 
we are here. And I do not think they could harm you if they tried. Do you regret what you have done?” 

“Of course not.” Her act against the Maze and the Unseelie had been justified. Those souls 


deserved to be free. She had done nothing wrong. Valroy had been to blame for their horror, and there 
was no excuse for it. 

“Good. Then let us fetch some food, and then we may discuss what to do.” Bayodan began to lead 
them along the rows. 

She followed him, before she narrowed her eyes after a moment. “Bayodan? Why are we here? 
Could you not simply summon breakfast?” He did not answer her. She looked at Cruinn, who merely 
smiled. When she stopped walking, that forced the goat man to turn to face her. “What are you 
scheming?” 

“She is learning.” Cruinn sighed. “I warned you, she would put this together.” 

Going rigid, she took a step back. 

Cruinn gently reached out and took her wrist. “Calm yourself, love. You are not being betrayed.” 

“Then tell me what is happening?” 

“A powerful, dangerous Seelie, the likes of which has never been seen before in Tir n’Aill, 
destroyed a portion of the Maze. That is a declaration of war. Plain, and simple.” Bayodan took a step 
toward her. She was dwarfed by an insanely tall fae. She decided she did not like being loomed over 
and took another step back, pulling her wrist out of Cruinn’s hand. “If we are to avoid Valroy using 
this as an excuse to invade and destroy the Seelie, there...must be some kind of recompense. Some 
kind of payment must be made before he gathers the Din’Glai and then his armies.” 

“Payment.” She repeated the word flatly. “What manner of payment?” 

Cruinn smiled, a bit apologetically. “You must apologize to the Unseelie.” 

“And how does one precisely apologize to the Unseelie?” She cringed. “Does it involve blood, or 
sex, or both?” 

“Both,” the two answered in unison. 

“But you are my guardians! Did you not swear to protect me?” 

“We are protecting you.” Cruinn frowned. “From far worse fates that are bound to happen 
otherwise.” 

She shook her head. The mental image of their so-called apology method churned her stomach. 
“No. No, I shall not. I did nothing wrong. I will not subject myself to the whimsy of the crowd for 
ending such torment. Nor do I expect Valroy will much appreciate this apology.” 

“To be blunt, I do not much care what he will or will not appreciate.” Bayodan sighed. “I am 
attempting to circumvent war, Abigail. That is our combined goal, is it not? I do not wish for this to 
come to pass, believe me. But becoming king is only a means to an end for Valroy. His true goal is to 
wipe out the Seelie. And once the putrid daylight fae are gone, the humans will not be far behind. And 
after what you did...I fear the Unseelie will take little encouragement to pick up arms.” 

“This hatred between your—our—kind makes no sense, and I will not be humiliated and tortured 
for doing what was righteous.” 

“Righteous?” He chuckled darkly. “Do you think the Seelie are any kinder to ours that they hold 
prisoner? They may not scream in pain, Abigail, but they meet no gentler fate. Next time you are in the 
Daylight Court, ask their queen. As for the sense behind it all?” He shook his head. “Why do you think 
the Morrigan made Valroy in the first place?” 

“Titania said it was not so violent until he arrived. That there was a measure of peace.” 

“Titania is a lying bitch.” Cruinn huffed a laugh. “And everything that comes out of her mouth is 
just as vile as if it came out of her ass.” 

Bayodan looked off deeper into the market. “Do you know the tale of Dagda and Bres?” 

“I have heard their names, and I know the human stories...but I suspect they are very wrong.” 


“Dagda and Bres were brothers. Dagda the Seelie King, and Bres his half-demon kin, wore the 
Silver Crown of the Unseelie. And yes, for a time, all seemed as well as it could. There were spats, 
of course, between our kind. Battles now and then, skirmishes and schemes. For what are immortals 
to do but play such games?” 

“I suppose...” J would personally take up a different hobby. 

“King Dagda proposed a grand celebration. A feast to celebrate the turning of the season. Great 
magic was worked to hover the world at dawn so both groups could attend.” Bayodan’s jaw ticked, 
and she wondered for a moment if he had not been there personally. Her answer came a moment later. 
“And Dagda murdered Bres before us all. He said it was because the Unseelie’s murderous ways 
could not be allowed to continue. That he was righteous in his deed. That it was a mercy. He 
expected that, with the throne vacant, there would be no one to rise against him.” 

“His plans did not succeed, clearly.” 

“Do you know why?” 

“No.” 

“Valroy.” Bayodan turned to her, and she decided she never felt so very small in her life as when 
the goat king looked down at her with such an exacting, cold, and disapproving stare. “We were at the 
brink of extinction when the Morrigan bore him in the field of blood. And it is only because of his 
efforts that all those you see before you are allowed to breathe.” 

Yes. She did feel very small. “That does not condone torture.” 

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Bayodan held out his hand. “Come, Abigail. I do not wish to witness 
more slaughter in my lifetime.” 

It was the option of the boar all over again. 

She shook her head. “I...I can’t. I won’t.” 

“We could take her shape.” Cruinn stepped toward their mate. “Let us be as Abigail and let them 
defile us as much as they like.” They chuckled. “You know we will enjoy it.” 

“And should that ever be learned? Should someone be listening to us now and reveal it? No. I 
will not run that risk. Iam sorry, Abigail. I truly am. But if you do not make amends to our people, the 
prince will do it for you with fire and blade.” Bayodan took a step toward her, and she watched as the 
eyes that were hidden upon his face—the extra five that adorned his forehead and cheekbones— 
opened to gaze at her. “I can ensure it feels like nothing but a sweet dream.” 

She knew what was to follow and turned sharply away. “No!” When his hand grasped her wrist, 
she snarled, and— 

Well, she was bees once again. A thousand tiny minds and a billion little facets of eyes. It was just 
as disorienting as it ever was. 

She swarmed away from him and off into the market, searching for a place to hide. She could hear 
them both shouting for her. Slipping in through the gaps around the flap of a tent, she found it empty, 
and let her body reform. 

Collapsing to her knees, she struggled to right her swirling vision. She did not like being bees. 
She did not like being them in the slightest. But it was useful, she had to admit. 

What am I to do? There was sense in Bayodan’s words. There was absolute sense in them. He 
was right. But she could not bring herself to do what he asked. Not simply because of the humiliation 
of it, but because she did not honestly think she should have to apologize at all. 

She had done them no wrong. 

I will not suffer simply because the Unseelie hunger for needless war. But, perhaps, the Seelie 
were just as bad. 


“Oh!” 

Turning sharply, she fell onto her ass and scrambled away from the person who had walked into 
the tent, only then realizing her legs were those of a deer, and she owned a long and swishing tail. 

The figure froze. 

So did she. 

And in her shock, she also realized...she recognized him. 

To be fair, it was hard to mistake a man who had no head at all. The eye on a wire that swiveled 
behind the large magnifying glass suspended in front of it was also very hard to forget. “L—Lord 
Gregory Wilson?” 

The man stammered uselessly for a long moment and took a step back from her. She realized, in 
the strangest turn of fate, that he was afraid of her. “Am—am I about to die?” He asked the question in 
a whisper. 

Standing slowly, she hugged her cloak around her. “No. I mean you no harm, I swear it.” 

“But I heard...I heard you have declared war on us.” His shoulders did seem to relax a little. It 
was hard to read his features, since he had none. But his body language was expressive, at least. 

“Not on the Unseelie. Perhaps on Valroy. But despite what everyone seems to think, the two are 
not the same.” She paused. “I am trying to hide.” 

“From—oh. I heard the shouting.” He took a step toward her and lowered his voice back to a 
whisper. “Why are you hiding?” 

“I do not wish to ‘apologize.’” She frowned. 

“Ah. Yes. Barbaric practice, Unseelie ‘apologies.’” He sighed. “I do not blame you. Neither do I 
think you should have to say you are sorry.” 

“You don’t?” 

“I am...” He gestured at where his head should be. “I am not fae. Not truly. I do not much belong 
here, with the Unseelie. And now that the woman who made me is dead, and Lady Astasha’s attempt 
to use me as a wedding gift is pointless, I am shocked I am not dead already.” He chuckled, as though 
that were funny. She did not understand why. “Sit. I will not alert them. I fear you will have a long 
wait until dawn.” 

Fighting the urge to thank him, she found a spot by a piece of furniture. Sitting on the ground, 
hugging her inhuman knees to herself, she smiled at him instead. “I will try to make myself 
inconspicuous.” 

“Hardly. I have so many questions for you.” He pulled over a chair and sat nearby. “First and 
foremost—what is it like to die? Oh, oh, no. First above that—what year is it on Earth? Oh—wait—” 

Lord Wilson was right. She was going to have a long wait for the dawn. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


Y ou did what? ” 

Valroy gripped the edge of his table and hurled it over onto its side. The carved wood 
piece thudded heavily to the ground, sending all of its contents sprawling over the marble floor. 
Several glasses broke. He did not care. 

He glared viciously at Bayodan, who stood there watching his show of temper impassively, hands 
folded neatly behind his back. Valroy snarled, shouting at the courtier. “What have you done? Where 
is she?” 

Bayodan glanced up at the sun that was just peeking up over the horizon, veiled heavily by the 
shadowy skies of the Maze. “With her people now, I expect.” 

“You bastard.” Valroy was seething, his fists clenched tight, nails piercing his palms. He did not 
care about the blood that oozed from them. They would heal. “You know precisely what you have 
done.” 

“I broke no law. I broke no etiquette. As her guardian, I could not allow her to remain in danger 
here in the Maze. But as an Unseelie lord, I was required to seek her apology.” The goat king’s 
rumbling answer was cold and matter of fact. As if he had not just betrayed Valroy by delivering 
Abigail back to the protection of the Seelie. 

Because Valroy was angry with her. 

No, he was furious. 

But it should have been his decision on how he would seek recompence for her act of violence 
against the Maze. Not Bayodan’s. But the goat was right. Bayodan had broken no laws. He had 
followed the correct protocol. 

And it did nothing but feed Valroy’s anger. 

“You took her to the market and told her what she must do, knowing she would flee from you. 
Knowing she would seek the shelter of her people.” Valroy bared his teeth in an angry growl. “Do not 
play stupid with me!” 

“Bringing her directly to the Seelie, or hiding her until the dawn, would have made me culpable in 
her punishment.” Bayodan shrugged dismissively. “And I have not done this. My actions are above 
reproach.” 

Valroy’s jaw twitched. He spread his wings wide, but he knew there was nothing he could do to 
intimidate the older lord. “I should tear you apart for this treason.” 

“Yet you cannot. For you have no reason to. This was not treason.” Bayodan turned and walked 
away from him toward the forest line. “When I commit treason, you will know.” He vanished. 

Valroy roared and destroyed another table in his wrath. The goat king might have escaped 


punishment—for now—but it did not matter. Valroy’s futile anger cooled, and he laughed quietly at 
the absurdity of the situation. 

The woman he loved likely despised him. Abigail had destroyed his grove of Weeping Willows, 
but she had given him the perfect excuse for war. She had not given him her hand in marriage, but he 
still had all he had ever wanted. 

War. 

The Seelie would soon be beneath his heel, and he could have her back in chains. She would 
become his little pet; he would see to that. She would watch the rest of her people be turned into 
abominations far worse than the trees she had razed to the ground. 

Yes. They would suffer for what she had done. 

But he...was unhappy. 

No, he was more than unhappy. He grieved. Hurt swallowed his heart, nearly as badly as when he 
believed he would never see her again. He had wanted to place a silver crown atop her head and 
make her his queen. He had wanted to declare war upon the Seelie and the mortal world with her 
standing by his side, not kneeling at his feet. 

Well, all right, I would not say no to the latter, regardless. 

But no. She had attacked the Maze. And in doing so, she had attacked him and his people. In the 
aftermath of his anger, he let out a long sigh and sat in the chair that no longer had a table in front of it. 
He did not care. Leaning his head on the backrest, he shut his eyes. 

He would have his war. 

He would have his Abigail. 

And he was miserable. 

“I do believe I hate being in love,” he murmured to no one in particular. “I do think this is rather 
terrible.” 

But it was what it was. There was no escaping it now. And there would be no escape for her, 
either. Not if he could help it. 

Tapping his fingers on the arm of the chair, listening to the points of his nails against the wood, he 
began to laugh. Oh, poor Abigail. He wondered if anyone had told her yet what she had done. That by 
injuring the Maze, she had declared war upon the Unseelie. 

And he would answer in kind. 

He grinned. How wonderfully perfect that she would be the one to bring about his wars. 

Sensing someone approach, he turned his head. A goblin, skin bulbous and gray, was shambling 
toward him, hunched low in supplication and fear. He sneered. “What is it?” 

“A message, Master.” The creature held out a scroll, wrapped in golden thread and marked with a 
white wax seal. 

The mark of Queen Titania. 

Frowning, he took the scroll from the creature and waved the claw of his wing, dismissing the 
goblin. He could hear it shamble away quickly, eager to be out of his presence. 

Unwrapping the scroll, he did not bother to read the flowing, ornate script in gold that adorned the 
paper. He did not need to. 

For a red flower fell from the parchment. 

And he roared in rage. 


AS THE SUN began to rise, Abigail’s head was reeling from all the conversation she had been 
subjected to by Lord Wilson. It was all terribly fascinating—there was such a wealth of information 
the inventor had learned about all the different aspects of Tir m’ Aill. His predictions of the future, the 
movement of the stars, the way the society formed, and how new fae were created. 

But it was all rather dizzying. 

And rather comically one-sided. 

She had been a literal captive audience, hiding in his market stall as she had been, waiting for the 
dawn to come. And the poor headless man had seemed ecstatic at the chance to have someone to 
teach and explain all his discoveries. But goodness, she was exhausted by the time he twisted on the 
stool he was sitting on, his single eye on the metal rod that kept it attached to his neck swiveling to 
watch the sky begin to lighten. 

“Oh, my.” He patted his hands on his thighs. “I see our time together has concluded. I hope I did 
not bore you too terribly.” 

“Tt was not boring in the slightest,” she answered honestly. “Overwhelming, perhaps, but hardly 
boring.” She chuckled and stood from where she had been sitting, brushing the dirt from her trousers. 
Walking up to him, she smiled and extended her hand. “Thank you. I truly mean that.” 

“Of course! Of course.” He shook her hand excitedly. “You are something special, Ms. Abigail 
Moore. And I can only hope that all this blows over. What you did was hardly an act of war. But you 
know how these fae can be. With all their bluster and pomp.” He huffed. “Present company 
excluded.” 

Laughing, she reached out to hug him, and he stammered for a moment before hugging her back. “I 
do hope we meet again, Lord Wilson.” 

“Gregory, please.” 

“Gregory.” She took a step away from him. “You have been a good friend to me. I will not forget 
that.” 

He stammered again, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, almost shyly. She wondered if 
he would be blushing, if he...well, had a face. Finally, he cleared his throat—how he managed to still 
talk, she hadn’t managed to work up the nerve to ask—and bowed. “Until then, my lady. I must go, 
before the sun rises.” 

“Until then.” Pulling her hood up over her head, she glanced out at the market. The sun was 
beginning to peek over the horizon. “I—” Glancing back to where Gregory had been standing, she 
found him no longer there. She smiled. 

Heading out of the tent, she watched the transformation of the market as the sunlight began to 
sweep across the fabric stalls. Dark blues, blacks, and silvers turned to bright greens, pinks, and 
golds. The melancholy darkness became the blaze of autumn leaves. 

It took her breath away to watch the world change before her eyes. 

Night to day. Darkness to light. Unseelie to Seelie. 

With a sigh, she found her thoughts trailing back to Valroy. He was angry with her. As he should 
be, she supposed. She Had destroyed the entire grove of Weeping Willows. And perhaps started the 
war she had been trying so very hard to prevent. 

“There she is!” 

Turning, her eyes went wide as a heavy iron chain twisted around her neck. The touch of the metal 
burned her skin, and she cried out as it dragged her to the ground. More chains joined the first, and 
soon she was bound, her arms behind her back, her cheek pressed to the grass and dirt. 

“What is—” 


A cloth gag was jammed into her mouth, cinching tight behind her head. 
A soldier, easily identified by the golden armor he wore, stamped into the pattern of leaves and 
vines, glowered down at her. “Take her to the queen.” 


“T—aH—umM—”’ Perin cleared his throat and took a step back from the scene before him. “P11 come 
back another time.” He tucked the bag of food and wine he had brought behind his back. He had 
brought breakfast for Anfar, as he suspected the Unseelie lord was not properly feeding himself. The 
sun was just beginning to set, and he knew Anfar had likely not slept. The wine was to help that—and 
Perin’s own frayed nerves. 

But he did not find the sulking sea creature. 

Well, he had found Anfar. But instead of finding him sitting on the shore or floating in the lake as 
his true form, Perin had found Anfar standing there, a tight expression on his face, as he watched the 
Bloody Prince pace angrily. 

And both had stopped to stare at Perin as he had arrived. Anfar with muted curiosity, and Valroy 
with unfettered rage. 

“That bitch has gone too far!” Valroy shouted at him, and it took everything in Perin to keep from 
turning tail and running from the furious royal. 

But Anfar was watching him with a look that silently begged “please don’t abandon me with this 
problem. ” 

Perin did his best to keep his footing. “Abigail?” 

“Titania,” Anfar muttered. 

Valroy growled loudly, his teeth bared, and he spread his wings wide. “Her punishment is mine to 
decide! Mine!” He threw something at Perin. 

The selkie jumped back in surprise, expecting it to have been a weapon, or a rock, or something 
terrible. It was a balled-up piece of paper. Picking it up from the ground at his feet, he smoothed it out 
and had to squint to read the overly fancy script. He had a hard time reading on a good day, and he 
had to mouth out several of the words. He murmured them to himself as he read. “To avoid war, I 
have de—decreed—that the actions of the witch Ab...Abigail Moore are... cat...cat...” 

“Catastrophic.” Anfar smiled faintly at him, something akin to sympathy in his eyes. 

But Valroy was too impatient to let Perin finish. He snatched the crumpled paper from his hands 
and tore it to shreds. “She plans to execute Abigail!” 

“Wait—what?”’ Perin felt his eyes go wide. 

“To avoid war, she plans to kill Abigail!” Valroy seethed. “She knows what she is doing. She 
knows. That spiteful, malicious whore!” 

“What do we do?” Perin frowned. 

“I have been given a chance to negotiate at dusk. I came to fetch Anfar.” The prince’s anger 
cooled from its red-hot rage to something quieter, and Perin assumed, far more deadly. He squared his 
shoulders, raising himself to his full height. “And I think you shall come with us.” 

“Me?” Perin took a step back. “Why? No! I’m no use to—” 

“You are her friend. She may be injured. If Anfar and I find ourselves in a battle against Titania 
and all her soldiers, we may need you. She may need you.” Valroy sneered, clearly enjoying using 
Perin’s sympathies against him. 


He should have just left everything alone. He should have just let everyone sort out their own 
nonsense. Why can't I mind my own business? Why do I have to get sucked in like this? “‘J—um.” 

“Please,” Anfar added. 

And there it was. The nail in his coffin. With a sigh, he ran his hand over his disheveled hair, 
throwing his other hand up in exasperation. “Sure. Why not. I might as well die today.” 

“What a wonderful mindset.” Valroy rolled his eyes. “You are just as bad as he is.” He jabbed a 
thumb at Anfar. “Come. We do not have much time.” 

The look that Anfar cast him as Valroy turned his back almost made Perin snort in laughter. He 
settled for a grin and was surprised to find Anfar smiling back at him in return. But the moment did 
not last long. The prince was far too eager to leave. 

He shouted without turning back to face them. “Now!” 


ABIGAIL WAS FORCED to her knees before the throne, iron chains cinched tight around her throat. Her 
wrists were behind her back, the links of metal searing into her. She could feel something warm 
oozing from a point on her throat and suspected it was blood. It hurt. 

But her heart hurt worse. 

Lifting her head, she flinched and looked back down at the limestone floor before her. The look 
upon Titania’s face was one that she should have expected from the woman from the very first moment 
they met. 

Imperial, stern, regal...and disapproving. 

“You have undone us all, Abigail Moore.” Titania’s words were cold, and they stung deeper than 
she had expected. “You poor, idiotic child. ” 

What was she to say? Tears stung her eyes. Lowering her head, she watched as a bit of blood 
dripped from her neck onto the limestone. It reminded her of Astasha. Zs that what is to become of 
me? Tortured and maimed beyond all recognition? “When I saw the Weeping Willows, and heard 
their silent screams, I...had to end their pain. I had t—” 

“And in doing so, you have doomed us all! That half-demon bastard has all he needs to argue 
rightly for war! You are Seelie. You have a duty to your people, above all. Their lives were already 
over. As good as dead. And now you have sent us all to join them!” Titania was fuming, and Abigail 
could feel herself curling tighter into herself, trying to make herself smaller. “And now, I learn from 
my spies that you had your chance to apologize to the Unseelie for your naive aggression, and you 
refused!” 

The chain around her throat yanked her head back up, forcing her to look up at the queen. The 
woman was not done with her fury. Lifting her hand, she swung, striking Abigail across the cheek 
with the back of it. The blow was harder than Abigail expected, and it sent her sprawling to the 
Stones. 

“You claim to wish to spare us from Valroy and his wars. Yet you wish to spare your own purity 
and pride first and foremost. The goat gave you a chance to right your wrongs, and you ran and hid 
like a spoiled brat.” 

Abigail managed to get herself back onto her knees, but she did not lift her head. Tears were 
streaking down her cheeks now, and she could not even wipe them away. And truth be told, she did 
not wish to. “You are right. I...I should have done what he asked of me.” 


“Tt changes nothing. There is only one thing you can do now to save us.” 

What a stupid way to die. Titania had not said the words, but her tone told her everything she 
needed to know. “When?” 

“At dusk. I have given your putrid lover one last chance to negotiate.” Titania turned from her, 
walking toward the exit of the throne room. “Perhaps your idiocy can serve some purpose after all.” 

Who knew if Valroy would even be willing to trade for her life, after what she had done? 

I wished to hate him, and I might have made him hate me instead. 

The Weeping Willows had been horrifying and beyond cruel. But it was...precisely what she had 
been expecting from someone like the Bloody Prince. “I do not regret what I did. What I did was an 
act of mercy.” Still, Abigail clung to her blanket of righteousness. Perhaps she was just as naive as 
they all claimed her to be. “But I did not think through the consequences, and for that, I am sorry.” 

“She can be taught. How charming.” Titania laughed, and there was no kindness in the sound. 
“Too bad it is too late.” 

What a stupid way to die, indeed. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


B y the time dusk came, Abigail had cried all her tears. She did not know what to expect from what 

was to come, but she would face it with as much dignity as she could. She was still upon her 
knees when the edge of the sun touched the horizon, and the feeling of the throne room suddenly 
shifted. 

Darkness had come. 

And the darkness was angry. 

Stepping from the very first shadows that formed along the edges of the trees that ringed the throne 
room was a figure who, despite their history together, still made her shrink back in fear. Valroy’s 
expression was as cold as a frozen winter lake, but pure hatred burned in those glowing sapphire 
eyes. Over his shoulder was a deep blue sash, threaded in silver patterns, and at his side hung a 
vicious, black-bladed sword. 

His gaze flicked to her, but it did not linger. Whatever he thought about her current state of being, 
chained and bleeding as she was, she could not tell. He gave her nothing. 

But he was not alone. Like the ghost of all those lost at sea, emerging from the shadow behind the 
prince, was Anfar. And beside the sea beast in his human form was another face she did not expect. 
Perin. The sailor-turned-selkie was the only one who looked at her with something like pity or regret. 
Although his expression was also marked by fear. She was not the only one who likely felt mightily 
out of her league. 

Titania and Oberon stepped forward to “greet” the visitors, both dressed in far more regal attire 
than Abigail had seen them in before. A gold circlet rested on Titania’s head, constructed to appear 
like vines that had grown about each other in an intricate and delicate pattern. Her dress was the 
purest pink, like spring roses, and the sheer fabric draped down her body and trailed behind her. 

Oberon was in armor. The eccentric and asymmetrical pieces that covered him matched the armor 
of the soldiers around him, if more elaborate. It covered more of one arm than the other and left one 
shoulder bare. 

Both parties had come for war. 

And it was her fault. 

The soldier who stood at her side shifted. He was the one who held the iron chain that circled her 
throat. She assumed it did not burn him through his thick canvas gloves. In his other hand was an 
executioner’s axe. The blade was heavy, and he rested it against the ground. She heard the fabric of 
his other glove creak as he tightened his grip. His eyes were firmly upon Valroy. 

The message was clear. 

“Prince Valroy, High Lord of the Din’Glai, we greet you.” Titania’s chin was lifted, her posture 


calm. If she was afraid of the creature that was staring at her like a snake might look upon its next 
meal, she certainly did not show it. “I am glad you have come to witness the death of the Seelie witch. 
For her actions were not ours, and her issuance of war was not our doing.” 

“There was once a time where I would accuse you of lying, Queen Titania.” Valroy took a step 
toward her. Oberon’s hand went to rest on the hilt of his sword. He sneered. “To convince one of your 
creations to destroy a portion of my Maze, only to claim innocence in the deed. But I do not think that 
is the case in this scenario. For I have met our dear Abigail Moore, and I know her. Her actions were 
her own.” 

Titania furrowed her brow for a moment. “Therefore... you do not intend to wage war?” 

“I never said that.” He chuckled, his voice a deep and dangerous purr. He clearly delighted in 
what was happening. He unfurled his wings from his back, spreading them and blotting out the fading 
rays of the sun like some kind of nightmarish dragon. Where he cast shadows, she watched the world 
shift from the daylight colors and surfaces of the Seelie into that of the frightening and eerie Unseelie. 
“Why would I have any reason to excuse the actions of one of your own? No, I am merely saying that I 
do not place the blame with you.” 

Titania frowned. “Then we will sever her head from her shoulders, as a peace offering.” 

“Therein you are mistaken, Queen Titania. For in doing so, you will be murdering my intended. 
She is my princess, as you are well aware.” Valroy’s expression lost its malicious joy, leaving only 
cold cruelty behind. “And murdering my princess would be worthy of war, do you not think so?” 

“You still intend to wed her, even after what she has done?” Titania huffed a single laugh. “Are 
you so desperate to wear the crown that you would wed a woman who acted so harshly against you? 
Who clearly despises all that you are?” 

“In short? Yes.” He smirked, a thin twist to his lips. “And she is not so terrible to fuck, either.” 

Abigail found the strength to shoot him a glare, her cheeks warming in what she was certain was a 
blush. But he was not looking at her. He had not taken his focus from Titania once during their entire 
conversation. 

Titania shook her head. “You will not wed her. She is my prisoner.” 

“You have found yourself in a corner, Seelie. If you murder her, I will murder you. If you continue 
to restrain her? I will wage war upon your people to have her freed. If you give her to me, I will wed 
her...and destroy you all.” His expression split into a snide grin. “I win, Titania, no matter how you 
view the board.” 

“She does not wish to marry you,” Titania asserted, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “You would 
force her to do such a thing?” 

“Time was once I wished to win her to my side. But after she destroyed the Weeping Willows, I 
now see that such a thing is impossible. The bargain between us is now no more.” He shrugged idly. 
“In short? Yes. I will bind her in chains as you have done and keep her as my little Seelie pet. ” 

“You once more prove to us all that you are nothing but a degenerate beast.” Titania grimaced then 
smoothed her expression. “No. I will not let her be subjected to such disgrace. Such torture. I would 
rather have her dead than be your pet bride.” 

Valroy snarled. Glancing at the setting sun, he visibly forced his anger back behind the veil of 
coldness. “Her penance is mine to give. Not yours.” 

“If we are to have war no matter what I do, what does it matter if she lives or dies?” Titania 
smiled at him thinly. “You will have your crown, Prince Valroy. But you will sit upon the throne 
alone.” 

“Give her to me, Titania.” Valroy clenched a fist, his knuckles turning white. “She is mine.” 


“I do not think she agrees with you. And more importantly, neither do I.” 

Abigail’s thoughts were spinning. She had to do something, but what could she possibly do? What 
could she possibly say? This disaster was her fault. Without knowing what she was doing, without a 
plan, she broke into the argument between them. “May I speak?” 

Queen Titania and the Bloody Prince both turned to watch her, and she had never once in her life 
felt so scrutinized. Both of them were like gods—statues of powerful creatures, forces of nature—and 
she could not contend with them. 

“I...I do not apologize for freeing the souls trapped within the Weeping Willows.” She met 
Valroy’s sapphire gaze, and forced herself to keep it, regardless of how much she wished to hide from 
him. “I asked to see something that would make me hate you, Prince Valroy. And you showed me a 
horror beyond my imagination. You did only as I asked, and...while I feel my actions were merciful, I 
regret that I acted against you.” She straightened her back, cringing as she felt the iron chains around 
her wrist shift and press deeper into the wounds they had made. 

“The Maze and I are linked. When you acted against it, and brought it pain, you did the same to 
me.” He pressed a palm to the inked symbol over his heart. His lips curled in a snarl, revealing his 
sharp eyeteeth. 

“I did not know that.” 

“Would it have changed your actions?” He arched a dark blue eyebrow. 

After a pause, she answered. It felt wrong to lie to him. “No.” 

He laughed and shook his head. “Oh, Abigail. Tell me, my dear, were you successful in your goal? 
Do you loathe me now like all the rest?” He spread his arms out to his sides and bowed at the waist a 
few inches. “Am I now a fate worse than death to you?” 

After another pause, measuring her words, she answered honestly once more. “No.” 

That seemed to catch him by surprise, his features smoothing from their snide callousness. When 
he did not reply, his eyes flicking between hers, she kept speaking. “I do not hate you, Valroy. I hate 
the things you do. I hate what you force others to endure. I will never condone your barbarity, or the 
anguish you cast upon others. But you...are what you are. And you have never sought to hide your 
nature from anyone, including me.” She smiled faintly at him. “I do not hate the wolf because it eats 
the sheep.” 

Silence. All eyes were on her. Struggling to stand, she finally managed to get up to her feet. It was 
hard, with the heavy weight around her neck. Everywhere the iron chain touched felt like the burn of a 
poisonous plant. “Prince Valroy, High Lord of the Din’Glai, Master of the Maze, Champion of the 
Blood Ring...1 am sure I am missing a few.” 

He smirked. 

She continued. “I have a proposition for you. A final bargain between us.” Taking a tentative step 
toward him, she waited to see if the guard would yank her back. But when no one stopped her, she 
closed the distance until she stood before him. Looking up at him, she was once more struck by how 
beautiful he was. The dark blue of his hair fell in tendrils along alabaster skin. The wickedness in his 
gaze that never left him. But there was a strange sadness in his eyes that was always there, lurking 
behind the vicious joy. 

A loneliness. 

And perhaps it was the only way out. “I will marry you, Prince Valroy.” She watched as his eyes 
widened. “I will become your queen. And I will do so of my own accord. But...I have one condition. 
A wedding gift that I ask from you in return.” 

“Oh?” He reached out to touch the iron chain that wrapped her throat, hovering his fingers over 


the surface. His gaze flicked down to her neck, as if examining the raw wounds. “Do not tell me you 
wish for me to stop my plans for war.” 

“No. I know better than that.” 

His hand wrapped around the chain and tugged her toward him, nearly knocking her off balance. 
Her wrists were still bound behind her back, and she was unable to push him away. “Then...do tell.” 

“T will not ask you to stop your war. I merely ask you to delay it. One thousand years of peace.” 

Laughing loudly, he grabbed her hip with one of his claws and yanked her body flush against his. 
“And why should I agree to this?” 

“A thousand years is nothing to immortals such as you. What does it matter if you destroy them 
now, or later?” She lowered her voice, muttering to him. “Besides, by then you might be sick of 
fucking me. Maybe.” 

That made him cackle in laughter—real laughter that time—and leaned his head down to her and 
whispered, “I am not so certain. But seeing you like this, bound and restrained, certainly has garnered 
my attention.” He pulled her hips tight to him, and she felt the proof of his desire pressing against her. 
Straightening, he addressed her louder. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps I will be too distracted with 
my new bride to properly destroy my enemies.” He pushed her away a step and turned his attention 
back to Titania. “I agree to this arrangement. What say you, Queen Titania?” 

Abigail turned her head to watch the queen. Titania was eyeing the situation with all the 
mannerisms of a person who had won at a hand of cards when she was certain her opponent was 
cheating. Her fingers tapped against her thigh in a rhythmic pattern. “A thousand years of peace.” 

“Yes. As a gift to my willing bride. I will refrain from declaring war upon your people, or the 
humans, for one thousand years. This does not include reciprocation. If your people act against me, 
then the deal is off.” 

“I would like to exclude Abigail from that clause.” Titania eyed her disapprovingly. “Her actions 
will no longer reflect upon those of the Seelie.” 

“Of course. She will be my queen.” His hand fell upon Abigail’s shoulder, heavy and like the 
closing of a door. “It will be my responsibility to discipline her.” His grasp tightened. 

“Then we have a deal. You may wed her. And it shall bring upon a time of prosperity and peace 
between our people for one thousand years.” Titania lifted her chin. The sun had nearly set, and more 
and more of the throne room was cast in shadows. Abigail could see creatures lurking there, glowing 
eyes watching the proceedings. Wraith-like bogles that were barely visible at all, and the hulking, 
bent, and disfigured goblins. 

His army. 

He had been willing to fight for her. 

Turning her attention back up to him, she found him smiling down at her. He lowered his head to 
kiss her cheek, and then lingered by her ear to whisper words that were only meant for her. “Did you 
think I would ever let you go? The woman I loved died once before my eyes. I was not about to let it 
happen twice.” 

He twisted her, facing her away from him, and she felt the chains around her wrists slacken and 
release. The one around her throat clattered to the ground a moment later. The burning instantly began 
to fade, but as she examined her wrists, she winced at the marks of the links that were clearly left, the 
skin raw and oozing blood. 

“In a few days’ time, the Unseelie will finally have their king.” Valroy chuckled, pulling Abigail’s 
back to his chest, resting a hand on each of her shoulders. “With a Seelie queen standing beside him, 
truly this shall be cause for celebration. Don’t you think so, Queen Titania?” 


The Unseelie monsters in the darkness cackled in laughter, perfectly underscoring their prince’s 
sarcasm. 

The look on Titania’s face was one of pure antipathy. “Yes. It shall. Come, my courtiers. The 
moon rises, and we must away.” She grimaced. “May the gods protect you, Abigail.” She turned and 
walked toward the remaining sunlight. Oberon followed a second later, fixing one last expression of 
hatred straight at Valroy. 

When they were gone, she felt some terrible tension melt from her. But she was not yet safe. The 
tightening of his hands upon her shoulders was a perfect reminder of what she had just done. 

A low rumble of a laugh came from him. She gasped as he wrapped a hand around her throat, 
squeezing the wounds, causing her sound of surprise to turn into a hiss of pain. Tilting her head back, 
he nuzzled close to her ear. “Foolish girl...you could have asked for ten thousand years, and I would 
have given it to you.” His breath pooled against her skin, and she shivered at the sensation. 

“yp 

“Shush.” Grazing his teeth against her ear, he gripped her thigh with one of his claws, the sharp 
tips of the talons breaking through the cloth of her trousers and pricking her skin. “I am still terribly 
upset with you, little Seelie.” 

She was shivering, anticipation and fear twisting in her stomach. Would he torture her? Would he 
string her up and flay her skin from her bones, knowing she would heal from the wounds? “J—” 

“I said shush.” He broke off her words easily. “You will pay your penance to me this night, little 
witch. You will pay it how J wish you to.” She could feel him grin, his lips were so close to her skin. 
“And you will pay it on your knees.” 

It felt as though the world had dropped out from under her, her stomach lurching with sudden 
sensation. She could only tremble in his grasp as he wrapped his other arm around her, cinching her 
tight. 

When he turned his focus back to the crowd, she shut her eyes and tried not to whimper. “We have 
much work to do! Carry the word to all of Tir n’Aill. A wedding the likes of which has never been 
seen will occur when the moon rises full in the sky.” 

The crowd cheered. She stole a glance to Perin and Anfar, both of whom were watching her with 
frowns, even if one of them was a bit more dour than the other. 

“Come, my future wife.” Valroy abruptly spun her to face him, and she squeaked at the sudden 
movement. He was grinning from ear to ear, looking very much like a cat who was pleased with 
himself. “I believe we have business to attend to.” 

The world dropped out from beneath her. This time, he folded them through space. The world 
twisted and swirled about her, and when she was once more aware of her surroundings, she was 
standing beside his bed. 

Before she could react, he spun her around and pushed her. The backs of her legs hit the platform 
of pillows, and she sat. His hands were at her throat, and for a moment, she worried he was going to 
throttle her. 

But he was pressing a damp cloth to her skin. Valroy sighed as he dabbed at the wounds on her 
throat. “You are a fool, Abigail Moore.” 

She did not know why, but everything seemed to boil over at once. She began to cry. “I—I do not 
know why I am crying. Forgive me.” 

He tutted her and gently wiped away her tears. “You are overwhelmed, exhausted, and in pain. 
Your wounds are already healing.” He scooped her up and placed her down on her back on the 
pillows. “As for forgiveness?” He grinned down at her. “Yow 11 have none of that from me. Not yet.” 


He lay down next to her on his side, draping a wing over them both. She shut her eyes, letting 
herself enjoy the warmth of him. The smell of him. He was her hunter, but he was also, in the strangest 
possible way, her safety. She curled into him, wincing as the wound around her neck touched some of 
the scratchier fabric of the pillows. 

“You will pay me your pound of flesh once you have rested.” He lifted her wrist to his lips and 
carefully kissed the tender skin. “And perhaps I will leave my own marks upon you. Until then, 
sleep.” 

It was not hard to follow his order. 

Resting her head beneath his chin, curling up against the strength of him, she let sleep overtake 
her. 

He is to be my husband. 

I am to be his wife. 

She had paused his plans for war and given herself up in exchange. But...she found she did not 
know if she much minded. What kind of monster did that make her? She lay in the arms of a murderer, 
a torturer, and a warlord. A man who created twisted creatures for his own amusement. She should 
loathe him. But instead, she cared for him. 

And he loved her. 

And that warmed her heart in a way that was insidious and wonderful in the same moment. 
Perhaps she did not simply care about him. Perhaps...she was falling in love with him in return. 
Perhaps she was Unseelie after all. 

I saw the Weeping Willows and it was not enough to turn me from him. Titania was right not to 
trust me. “Will you keep your word?” she murmured, half asleep. 

“Yes, little darling witch. You have a thousand years to solve the Maze and find the strength to kill 
me. You will have your peace...for a time.” He kissed her forehead. “Now, shush, will you?” 

A thousand years of peace. It is not much. But perhaps it is enough. 

I am to be his wife, after all. 

Huh. 

Abigail smiled as she fell asleep. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


“i itania was pacing the throne room. Night had come and gone, and she had not slept. Her mind was 
spinning with too many thoughts, too many possibilities, and too many outcomes. 

And so, she paced. 

A thousand years of peace and a marriage when the moon was next full in the sky. Through the 
actions of Abigail Moore, Tir n’Aill would enjoy an era of prosperity and kindness between their 
races the likes of which had not been seen since Dagda’s murder of Bres. 

The Seelie queen should be overjoyed. 

She should be flying banners and announcing the gala event that would unite their people in a way 
that had never been done. For no Seelie had ever stood beside an Unseelie on the throne, or vice 
versa. 

But she was not happy. 

She was furious. 

How dare Abigail put her in such a position? The prince should be dead, not crowned. But the 
answer was simple—the Seelie witch had become corrupted by his ways. Who was to say that the 
destruction of the Weeping Willows had not been part of their scheme the entire time? 

Titania knew she must have been played. There was no other option in her mind. And it could not 
stand. But what could she do? 

Sensing a presence, she turned and arched an eyebrow at the dog that trotted into the room, 
carrying a rolled-up scroll in his mouth. It was tied with a crimson ribbon, leaving no doubt as to who 
it was from. 

“What are you doing here?” She wrinkled her nose in disgust at the dog. Her venom was met only 
with the happy whump of a wagging tail against the stone and the dropping of the scroll at his feet. 

Rolling her eyes, she stepped forward and bent to retrieve the message. Puck licked her face as 
she did, and as she snarled and rounded to smack him, he danced away, barking and wagging happily, 
before running off into the trees. 

Gods, she hated that damn dog. 


VALROY WOKE BEFORE ABIGAIL DID, which was uncommon. To be fair, they had only shared his bed 
for a handful of nights since she had come to Tir n’Aill. And now, due to her cleverness, they were 
guaranteed to share many, many more. Plenty to learn whether or not he outslept her in the mornings. 


She did not hate him. 

That was all that ran through his mind as he stroked her cheek gently with his thumb, drinking in 
the smooth lines of her face. It was rare that he saw her when she was not glaring at him, fretting, or 
terrified. 

A thousand years of peace. It was a wonderful bargain, and one he gladly accepted. For she was 
right. What was a thousand years to someone who would live forever? Nothing. And it would give his 
new wife—he grinned at the thought—a chance to understand how corrupt the Seelie truly were and 
how right he was in wishing to destroy them. 

By his guess, it would only take fifty years before she was begging him to find a way to break the 
truce and slaughter them all. He knew it would never get that far. For yes, he would not start a war 
between his people. But there was no doubt in his mind that Titania would shatter the treaty and do 
something foolish. 

For Titania would never, ever, ever allow him to sit upon the Unseelie throne as king. She had 
vowed it the moment he had been born into this world. The odds that she would sit idly by while the 
silver crown was put upon his head were next to ml. Or perhaps she would give him as long as a 
decade. Perhaps. 

He would let the cards fall where they may. If she intervened, if she did something foolish, the 
treaty would be broken. He would have his crown, his queen, and his war. 

Abigail had bargained for a thousand years of peace. 

In truth, she had simply bargained for him not to throw the first punch. 

He did not need to start the war. 

But he would be the one who ended it. 

But he lay there on his side, his little Seelie witch in his arms, and he could only feel happiness. 
By the stars, I love her. He found himself amazed at how Abigail had played the situation. By all 
accounts, she had been as good as dead. Titania would have not hesitated to have separated Abigail’s 
head from her shoulders even if it meant that it might only annoy him. Yet Abigail had offered him and 
the bitch queen each a bauble that was too tempting to ignore. 

For Titania, a chance to save her people for a thousand more years. 

And for him, a bride. A woman he loved. And a woman he thought, just perhaps, might be starting 
to love him in return. 

He was angry that she had lashed out against the Maze. But he was, in truth, not surprised. He had 
underestimated her power, and that was his fault. He had not known that buried deep beneath her fear 
and timid mannerisms burned a Seelie whose power might even dwarf that of the queen herself. 

Another reason the bitch probably wanted Abigail dead. 

He grinned. If he could convince Abigail to fight beside him... no one would be able to stop them. 
He wondered if she would be so terribly upset with him if he assassinated the queen and put her upon 
the golden throne instead. 

Probably. 

But that was a plot for another day. 

Abigail shifted in his arms, curling closer to him, and let out a small noise. Stars, she was so 
damnably adorable. But the press of her body against his sent his thoughts moving in an entirely 
different direction. 

He had wanted her, chained and bound as she was. Defeated and helpless. It had triggered in him 
a need that was undeniable. But the chains had not been his, nor were the marks left on her skin. They 
were gone now, the burns from the iron having healed during the night and the following day while 


she slept. It was night again, a full day having passed. 

Likely why he had woken before her. Poor, exhausted thing. 

He wanted to lash her to his bed, stretch her limbs wide, and leave her helpless and defeated in 
the face of his desires. He wanted to claim her, rut her, make her his. He had wondered if the desire 
to feel her surrender would dampen after their first night, but no. Not in the slightest. Indeed, now that 
he knew what it would feel like to hilt himself inside her, he wanted more of it. 

She had a price to pay for attacking the Maze. For attacking the Unseelie. And he wanted her 
payment now. 

Truth be told, he should have her worship him on her knees in front of the entire Din’Glai. But he 
knew she was not yet ready for such...spectacle. 

Not yet. 

He would give her some time to settle into her role as his queen. 

Besides, he knew quite well that she would find some other terrible horror he had concocted and 
dismantle it in her righteous fury. This was a situation they likely would often find themselves in. She, 
in her merciful wrath, and he, seeking recompence for her violence. 

If it meant he could have her in whatever way he wanted? 

He was not so sure he minded. 

How many Weeping Willows would I trade for you, little witch? How much of my world would I 
let you destroy if it meant I could wake up with you by my side? All of it, I think. 

Trailing a hand down her side, he wandered his touch over the swell of her breast, to the valley of 
her waist, then up to her hip. Desire instantly flared in him. Slipping his hand beneath her trousers, he 
cupped the globe of her ass and stroked it, feeling the tender flesh beneath his palm. 

She murmured and pressed closer to him. 

Grinning, he squeezed, digging his nails into her skin. She gasped, her eyes flying wide. He 
laughed low, dark, and dangerous, as she pressed her palms to his chest. What a way to wake up. 
“Good evening, little witch. Have you rested?” He squeezed just a little harder, watching her 
expression edge from fear to just a little bit of pain. Good. “I do hope so.” His words, though kind in 
content, were cruel in nature. And her cheeks instantly reddened as she whimpered. 

“Valroy, I” 

“No. You have rested. You have healed.” He slid his hand from her ass to cup her core, and he 
chuckled as she let out a small, frightened, but pleasured mewl at his touch. “You destroyed the 
Weeping Willows. It is time to pay the price.” 

Pulling his hand from her, he sat up. She yelped as he fisted his hand in her hair and dragged her 
from the bed. She was still half-awake, trembling at the shock of how she had been brought out of 
sleep, as he tossed her a few paces away from him. “Strip.” 

““W—what?” She looked so wonderfully lost. So confused. And so very, very nervous. “What are 
you going to do to me?” 

“Whatever I wish. And however much of it I wish to do.” He grinned as the color drained from 
her cheeks, warring with her blush. “Now, strip. ” 

Her hands were shaking as she hesitantly pulled her shirt over her head, dropping it on the ground 
beside her, before beginning to unlace her trousers. He would let her wear whatever she wished, 
whenever she wished it, but the commoner’s clothing she found most comfortable did nothing to 
accentuate her beauty. And what a beauty she was. Curves and pale skin with those wonderful little 
dots that freckled her whole body. 

He would count them. 


Someday. 

She pushed her trousers down her legs and stepped out of them, before nudging the fabric aside 
with her foot. She stood before him, wonderfully nude, and he took a moment to enjoy the sight. Moss 
green colored the skin around her ankles, her wrists, and the small of her back, tapering off to blend 
with the rest of her. He knew she could change her shape if she wished it, and he wondered what form 
she would choose as time broke her of her need to remain as human as possible. 

Would she pick a tail? Horns? Hooves? It would be such a wonderful discovery. He would watch 
her evolve from the weak, naive little human witch to the powerful Seelie demigoddess she would 
become. 

For he believed she would be as powerful as he, once she learned. 

She matched him perfectly. 

She just simply did not know it yet. 

And he would greatly enjoy all the time he would have until she figured it out. But he hoped, no 
matter how strong she became, or how she changed, that she would still look at him with that wide- 
eyed sense of fear and anticipation. 

It was so delicious. 

He spread his wings, and she almost cowered. He laughed, the enjoyment of the moment rushing 
through him. He took a step toward her, and the beautiful thing held her ground, even if she was 
shaking like a doe. 

“I should drag you to the center of the market and run you ragged in front of all who wish to 
watch. You would be bred for an entire night before I would let you breathe.” He tilted his head to the 
side, raking his gaze down her body and back up. He adored how she blushed as he did. As if this 
were his first time seeing her undressed. 

“I...I did not think you would want to share me.” Oh, she was so frightened. 

“Who said anything about sharing?” He took another slow step toward her. “I was kind to you 
when we first mated. I do not think you fully appreciate how considerate I was.” 

When she went to reply, he took another step in, closing the distance between them. She moved to 
retreat, and he curled a wing around her, blocking off her escape. “Ah—ah.” He reached out and 
grasped her throat with his hand. He did not squeeze. He did not need to. He pulled her forward until 
she was brushing against him. Tilting her head back, he grazed his lips over her cheek. “You are mine, 
little Seelie. Now...kneel.” 

She went rigid, her eyes going somehow wider as she realized what he intended to have her do. 
He chuckled. “What, afraid it won’t fit? I promise you—I will ensure it does.” 

He expected her to beg him not to. He expected her to plead and bargain, to suggest alternative 
payments for what she had done. Perhaps she would offer to be chained up. Perhaps she would ask 
for the lash—what a wonderful idea that was. Perhaps she would cry and simply say no. 

And if she did, he would relent. 

He would always relent. There was a fine line between pinned down and forced down, and that 
was a line he would never cross. Not with anyone. Certainly not with her. 

Drifting his lips to hers, he kissed her. He kept it slow, but possessive. Guiding her movements 
through his own. She was his. And while he would ensure she did not end their foray without pleasure 
of her own, she had a price to pay. And this would be how he took it from her. 

When he broke away, her eyes were shut, and some of the tension had melted from her. She gave 
in to him so readily, and he relished it every time. “Well? What say you?” 

He should have learned by now. 


He really should have. 

He should never underestimate Abigail Moore. 

When her moss green eyes opened to watch him, lidded and lustful, even through her fear, she 
whispered, “Could you at least remove your piercings first?” 

Her words might have made him laugh if they did not make him so aroused that he nearly finished 
in his trousers. A worry that doubled as she slowly dropped to her knees at his feet, gazing up at him 
with trepidation and desire in equal measure. 

“Oh, Abigail...” he said through a husky breath. “How am I ever to say no to you?” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


| t was not going to work. 
There was no way it was going to work. 

Abigail sank to her knees before Valroy and found herself trembling at the thought of what was 
about to happen. She was not a prudish child. She knew what was about to happen. Her stomach was 
twisting in knots, and she found that she was not simply afraid. 

If fear had been all she felt, it would be easy to understand. 

But no, as she looked up at the Unseelie prince in all his wrathful, lustful glory, she... wanted him. 
She wanted this. Swallowing nervously, she ran her hands up his thighs over his trousers, feeling the 
cords of muscle that flexed underneath her touch. 

“I will not be kind to you.” The claw of one of his wings dropped to crook beneath her chin, 
tilting her head even farther back. “But only if you allow it. Do you understand?” 

“Yes,” she murmured. 

“Good.” He grinned. “Now, do I need to explain to you what I am about to do?” 

“No.” 

“Have you ever done this before?” 

“Not. ..how I expect you plan on doing it.” Her cheeks burned, and she knew she must be blushing 
beet red. 

“No. I don’t suppose you have.” He chuckled, a cruel twist to his lips. “Good. I will let you 
explore me before we begin. I am a benevolent king, after all.” He flashed those sharp eyeteeth at her. 

The shiver that ran down her spine felt as though she had been doused in cold water. What was it 
about his darkness, his wickedness, that made her want him so? That made her want this as much as 
she did? She ran her hands up over his thighs to his stomach, caressing his skin, watching the muscles 
twitch beneath her touch. But there was no avoiding what was so blatantly, and proudly, wishing for 
freedom. She had not once touched him like this since they had met. 

Even when they made love—if that was what you could call what had happened between them— 
she had not even seen the organ that had ravaged her, let alone touched it. With equal parts 
nervousness and excitement, she began to undo the laces to his trousers. 

When finally he was freed of them, she stared at him in dumbstruck awe. By the gods, he must be 
kidding! His piercings were missing, dimples in the skin the only hint of where they had been. But... 
but there was no way. There was no possible way he meant to fit that in her— 

“Well?” The claw of one of his wings settled onto the back of her head, threading into her hair. “Is 
it all you had hoped?” 

“And more,” she muttered. 


He laughed quietly. Cupping her cheek with his hand, he tilted her to look up at him. “Touch me. 
Feel me. I am yours, as much as you are mine.” 

She licked her lips, and he groaned at the sight. Slowly, tentatively, she grasped his length and 
began to caress him, exploring him as he had bidden her to do. He was hot in her hand. She could 
wrap her fingers around him, if barely, and that gave her some measure of consolation as she began to 
stroke him. 

When he moaned, his hips pressing forward into her grasp, she was encouraged. Encouraged 
and...curious. Resting her other palm against his upper thigh, she leaned her head in and ran her 
tongue up along him. 

He pulled in a hiss through his teeth. “Yes, Abigail.” 

Spurred on by him and the increasing coil of heat that was forming low in her own body, she shut 
her eyes and let herself become lost in her actions. There was so very much of him! But she stroked 
the length, lavishing him with her tongue in between the movements. How long she went on like that, 
learning where to center her affections by the jolt of his muscles and his pleasured sounds, she did not 
know. 

Why did it light a fire in her? 

Why did she enjoy this? 

There was no doubt in her mind that she did. Her body was proof of it. It tingled and burned as if 
she were the one experiencing his attentions, not the other way around. The thought of what she must 
look like—naked, kneeling at the feet of the Bloody Prince, worshipping him with her tongue? It sent 
another shiver down her spine. 

This was meant to be her punishment. And yet she found herself now eager in the action, her 
motions a little faster. Squeezing just a little harder as the press of his hips and his groans increased 
to match. 

“That’s it, little witch. That’s it.” His low, murmured praise sent a warm wave through her. His 
dusky voice simply did things to her. And the thought that she was bringing him pleasure was a 
surprising thrill. 

“Now...take me into your mouth.” 

When she opened her eyes to look up at him, nervousness returning, the claw in her hair tightened 
just a little. He grinned back down at her, his sapphire eyes lidded and darkened with lust. “Or would 
you rather I make you?” 

She was trembling once more, though perhaps not in fear. Taking in a wavering breath, she did as 
he commanded. She moaned against him, unable to help it, but she was drowned out by his loud growl 
as he pressed his hips forward, filling her mouth, sliding against her tongue. 

His claw tightened just a little more. “Do you know how long I have waited for this? How I 
wished to see this sight since the moment we—ahn—we met? I wanted you on your knees before me 
the moment I saw you. Parting those sweet little lips for me, just like this...” 

He pulled himself back and pressed forward, stroking himself through her hand and into her 
mouth. She moaned, rolling her tongue around him as much as she could, feeling a strange and 
perverse pleasure rocket through her with each movement from him. 

When she began to add suction, he snarled loudly. “Yes, Abigail—yes—” He gasped and stroked 
her cheek with the pad of his thumb. His claw at the back of her neck clenched her hair just a little 
tighter, tugging on her scalp. The sting of it made her moan in pleasure. It shouldn’t have. But it did. 

He grinned down at her. “Do you like that? Hm?” He chuckled. “I will be sure to do plenty of it, 
then. But—/Annh—until then...more, Abigail. Do not stop.” 


She squeezed his length in her hand as he pressed himself in and out of her mouth. She did as he 
commanded and could not take her eyes off the sight of him as he loomed over her, his teeth bared in 
pleasure, as he watched her in return. 

When he stopped his motions, a wicked smile on his face, she began to worry. He pulled himself 
from her. She was breathless, her chest heaving as she wondered what he was doing. 

She did not have to wonder for long. 

“This will be difficult at first.” He smirked, shifting his hand to cup her chin, rubbing his thumb 
over her damp lips. When he shoved a finger deep into her mouth, sliding over her tongue, she 
moaned. Closing her mouth around him, she sucked on his finger, wanting to feel him. His nail was 
sharp, but he kept it from pricking her. 

He growled low through a grin. “Eager little thing, aren’t you? What a passionate, wanton Seelie 
you’ ve become. I could not be a luckier fae.” A second finger joined the first, and she found herself 
spurred on by his words, not ashamed of them. 

Was she? Perhaps. But there was such ecstasy in this, she could not find the will to turn away 
from it. 

“As lovely as this is, I have other plans.” He pulled his fingers from her and brought her focus 
back up to him. “You are to be debauched, after all. Used for my whimsy and pleasure, in return for 
what you did. Do you understand?” 

“Yes,” she replied, the single word breathless and barely audible. 

“Good. Take a deep breath. Relax your throat. Do not let the muscles seize. You will not be able 
to breathe after a certain point, but I will ensure you do not faint. I have a vested interest to see that 
you do not.” He chuckled, his tone once again deep like the rumble of a thunderstorm upon the horizon 
and promising just as much danger. “And I will be slow. Not for your benefit, mind you...but my 
enjoyment. I wish to make this /ast.”’ 

She was trembling like a leaf. But a fire roared in her like she had never known before. When the 
claw inher hair tightened, and the other claw draped itself over her shoulder, she took a deep breath. 

Holding it, she opened her mouth to him. 

He moaned, low and resonant, and slid himself into her mouth. He filled her easily, and then he 
was there at the back of her throat. When he pushed, she felt her muscles twitch and spasm, trying to 
force the invader out. Shutting her eyes, she did her best to do as he instructed. She focused on those 
reactions and did her best to calm them. 

But by the gods—he was so thick! 

He relented, letting her breathe through her nose, and when she held it, he pressed forward again. 
“That’s it, little witch. That’s it. You will adjust.” Again and again, he pulled back an inch to press 
forward again, showing her what it felt like. Teaching her how to control it. “Such a quick study, you 
—nnh—you are.” He laced the fingers of his hand into her scalp, the nails pricking her skin. The 
claw still tugged her hair. “I think you are ready now.” 

She firmly believed otherwise. 

But she had no say in the matter. 

He pressed his hips forward, and she felt him slide into her throat. Her lips strained to fit around 
the girth of him, and she could not even spare the breath to moan as he pushed into her. He was as he 
said—slow—but unstoppable all the same. He slid an inch into her, the sound that left him inhuman 
and bestial. 

Relenting, he pulled himself from her entirely. She coughed, her hands pressed to his thighs to 
steady herself. 


“Mine.” He yanked her head back, and she gasped in the sting in her scalp. He rammed himself 
into her mouth then, filling it abruptly, cutting off all her sound. “Yes, Abigail, yes—” 

She barely had enough time to fill her lungs before he was there again, pushing deeper, forcing 
more of him into her. He went halfway, threatening her control, before he retreated enough that she 
could breathe. 

Again and again, the pattern continued. He would force her to take just a little more of him each 
time before relenting, letting her fill her lungs before beginning again. It was dizzying, each thrust 
making her hold her breath just a little bit longer. Just a little bit deeper. 

It could have gone on forever; she did not know. Eyes shut, her head reeled, and she surrendered 
to him. To this. To the pleasure of it. To his need, his control, his power. And to what it made her feel. 
Tension melted from her. Yes. She was his. And if this was her punishment, she would not complain. 

He almost roared in pleasure, and he snapped his hips forward abruptly, feeling her yield to him. 
“By the stars, yes—yes—” He kept going until her nose pressed to his abdomen, and he kept pulling 
her head to him as if he wished to go somehow deeper. He moaned, the muscles in his body tensing in 
waves. “My little witch—yes—ah—I love you—nngh—”’ 

He was scalding hot inside her, twitching with the rest of him, and she would have joined his 
sounds of pleasure if she could have made noise. She squeezed his thighs, holding on for dear life. 
Just as her head began to spin, he pulled away, letting her fill her aching lungs. 

A second time, he thrust himself into her throat to the hilt. Then a third. A fourth, and she thought 
she might have died once more, for she felt detached from her own body. 

And then, she was moving. 

In a blur of motion, she was yanked up to her feet, turned, and shoved forward. She cried out as 
her thighs hit one of his tables. The impact sent weapons and goblets, papers and trinkets, scattering 
and crashing to the floor. 

She had no time to think before a claw pressed between her shoulders and forced her roughly to 
the wood surface. 

Then he was inside her again. 

Valroy rammed himself inside of her with a snap of his hips, sinking himself deep to the hilt in one 
hard, brutal movement. The sound that left her was a wail. But it was of one of ecstasy, the single 
action causing her pleasure to peak. 

Something tangled in her hair and yanked, arching her back. It must have been one of his claws, 
for his hands were grasping her hips hard enough that she knew she would bruise. And his violent 
entry had not been the end of his furious need. 

All she could do was surrender to him. 

All she could do was be his prey. 

And oh, how she loved every moment of it. 


HE COULD HAVE RUTTED her throat until he exploded inside her. He could have taken her like that until 
he had his fill, and she her fill of him. But as he felt her muscles slacken—as she gave herself to him 
and his wrath—his need became too violent for such a method of mating. 

Not this time, anyway. 

Perhaps someday. 


When she was more accustomed to him. 

Tearing her off him, he threw her over his table, not caring about all the bits and pieces that went 
scattering to the ground. He slammed her down to the wood surface, and in one sudden, unrelenting 
thrust, buried himself into her willing heat. 

And what a heat it was. 

Abigail enjoyed this. Abigail enjoyed his wrath. His cruelty. His control. 

Perfect little witch. 

He pounded into her, pinning her hips in place. He would not hold back. He would not take pity 
on her as she mewled and whimpered with each of his thrusts. Each impact into her drew from her a 
cry that was like music to his ears. 

Pulling harder on her hair, she tightened around him, her body trembling in wave after wave of her 
own release, clenching like a vise, begging for more. 

And more he would give her. 

With a roar, he rammed himself to the depths and held himself there as he, too, felt pleasure 
overwhelm him, answering the call of her body. 

She was quaking beneath him as he filled her, her skin covered in a thin sheen of sweat. 

Leaning down over her, he kissed the lobe before nipping it, pulling her hips just a little harder 
against him as he continued to spasm and claim her as his own. 

“Someday soon, little witch, I will make good on my threat to breed you properly. ” 

“Th...that...that wasn’t it?” Her eyes were shut, her hand curled next to her face. She whimpered 
as he thrust himself into her, softening as he was, wishing to eke out just a little more of himself into 
her supple depths. 

He chuckled darkly, letting that be his only reply, and kissed the corner of her mouth. 

“Do you forgive me now?” 

“I suppose. Unless you want to apologize to me a second time to make sure.” 

When she whined, he laughed and kissed her shoulder. 

Gods, he loved her. And he would do anything if it meant she stayed beside him. 

Anything. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


A bigail was quickly learning that if there was one thing the fae enjoyed, it was throwing lavish 

parties. It wasn’t even the night of their wedding—a thought that was still foreign to her and 
jarred her every time she stumbled over it—and yet Valroy had decided to throw what she would 
have considered a gala event. 

Food of all kinds covered a dozen tables. Drinks, some she recognized, some she didn’t, and 
some that glowed, filled the glasses of all in attendance. And she was there, staring in awe at the 
Unseelie fae around her. She knew none of them, but they all smiled at her—some with more teeth 
than anyone ought to have—and kissed her hand in graciousness. 

She had attended a Seelie ball, and while the extravagant nature was matched one for one, there 
was something odd that she noticed in the difference between them. The smiles, though monstrous and 
strange, that were given to her by the Unseelie...seemed genuine. 

She saw no sideways glances. No whispers. 

The Unseelie were murderers, and the Seelie were liars. It seemed the saying was not at all that 
far from the truth. With a shake of her head, she sipped her wine. It was of the non-glowing variety. 
She didn’t dare risk otherwise. 

She did not want to know what would happen if she became ragingly drunk around a gaggle of 
Unseelie lords and ladies. 

Valroy had insisted she wear a dress to the event, though he did not have to fight her terribly hard 
over it. Joining in the festivities in dirty, travel-worn, likely bloodstained cotton would probably be 
frowned upon. 

But what he had chosen for her? 

What he had chosen for her was not a dress at all. It was layers of sheer fabric that kept neither 
the chill air away from her skin nor left much of her body to the imagination. She had to continuously 
fight the urge to cover herself. Many, if not most, of the people around her were far more naked than 
she was. 

Someday I will be less awkward. 

Someday. 

Today is not that day. 

The dress draped low in the front, the neckline plunging toward her belly button. And it went to 
her waist in the back, leaving far more exposed than she would have liked. At least from the waist 
down it was fairly modest, the sheer fabric folding over itself to create more of an opaque skirt with 
its layers that reached down to her ankles. Even if it did have a slit up the side that reached her thighs. 

She had fussed at Valroy, but he had insisted. Her fussing had stopped the moment she had seen 


herself in the mirror. It had taken her a long time to understand that the person she saw, the beautiful 
thing in the reflection, was her. Valroy had only chuckled and kissed her cheek, and pulled her away 
from the sight, insisting that there was “fashionably late” and then “very late,” and they were about to 
enter the latter category. 

So, there she was, sipping her wine, standing utterly lost as she picked at the food—what she 
could eat of it, being unable to eat meat around carnivores. When a chill hand gently touched her 
shoulder, she nearly leapt a foot in the air. 

Turning, she found it had been Cruinn. They smiled at her nervously, taking a step back, nearly 
hiding behind Bayodan. Both her guardians were standing there, watching her with trepidation. And 
she knew why. They had not exactly parted on good terms before. 

“You knew what I would do.” She addressed Bayodan, picking him as the one who had likely 
schemed the entire ordeal. 

“Yes.” He frowned. “I did.” 

“And you knew that I would run and return to the Seelie to hide.” 

“Yes. I did.” 

Rubbing a hand over her forehead, she sighed. “And did you know that Titania would attempt to 
execute me?” 

“No. Of course not. If I had, I never would have let you go back to her.” Bayodan’s jaw twitched. 
He looked away, his expression dour. Cruinn looked grief-stricken, staring down at their feet in 
sadness. 

“Tell me one thing, Lord Bayodan, Cruinn—and speak honestly. Is your loyalty still to me?” 

“Of course!” Cruinn nearly exploded with the words, looking up at her in nigh desperate panic. 
“Of course, itis. We swore a vow. And our vow is sacred.” 

Bayodan took a step toward her, his expression as intense, if not as dire. “You are our queen. You 
are our lady. We serve you, and you alone. This, I promise. This, I swear.” 

“Then you are forgiven.” She reached out to take Cruinn’s hand, then Bayodan’s, and held them 
tightly in hers. “But never, ever do that again, Bayodan. Do not manipulate me again in such a way. I 
am not a child. You may tell me what part I am meant to play in your games.” 

Bayodan lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, before turning her palm to cup his 
cheek. “I do not deserve your forgiveness, Lady Abigail. But I will take it gladly.” 

Cruinn had no such reservations, jumping forward to hug her vehemently. They kissed her cheek, 
again and again, and then her lips, holding her to them in a passionate embrace. It was only when 
someone behind her cleared his throat that Cruinn broke away. 

It was, of course, the prince. 

Valroy was staring at Cruinn with an arched eyebrow. 

Cruinn smiled sheepishly and stepped back. “We got carried away.” 

“Yes. You did.” Valroy reached out and took a lock of Abigail’s hair in his fingers and twirled it 
around them before using it to gently tug her to him. She went without fighting, and he wrapped his 
wing around her waist and held her to his side. Tilting her head to his with a crook of a finger, he 
kissed her, as if to reclaim what Cruinn had borrowed. 

And gods, how it would always knock the feet out from under her. He forever tasted like the night 
wind, and, if she were not careful, she would lose herself in him. It wasn’t until she opened her eyes 
that she even realized they had shut. 

He smiled down at her and placed a tender kiss against her forehead. “If you wish for them to join 
us some night...I might consider the request.” 


“I—I am surprised. I thought you were not the type to share.” 

“Perhaps not now. Perhaps in a thousand years.” He grinned. “That time will pass so very 
quickly, after all.” 

She shook her head with a sad laugh. “Yes, I suppose it likely shall.” 

“I see you have forgiven your two wayward guardians.” Valroy spoke to her, though he had a 
rather unkind expression fixed on Bayodan. “For better or worse.” 

“I do not like to be manipulated in other people’s games. Yet I fear that is my new lot in life. I can 
no more be angry at him for playing with me than I can with you.” She jabbed Valroy in the chest with 
a finger, and he grinned lopsidedly down at her. 

“Very well.” He kissed the top of her head again. “I trust your judgement. Now, come. I have 
many courtiers who wish to meet you, and they have been pestering me incessantly for an 
introduction.” 

“Grand.” She tried to keep most of the sarcasm out of her voice. She failed. Casting a last glance 
back to Cruinn and Bayodan, smiling at them, she let herself be dragged away by the prince. 

Her prince. 

Her betrothed. 

The thought still jarred her, and she took a gulp of her wine. Seeing her expression, Valroy 
chuckled once more. “You will adjust. You are still so very new to all of this. And I have not been 
easy on you.” 

“That is not what you said this morning.” She shot hima glare. 

Barking a laugh, he pulled her into his side in a hug. “As much fun as it is to watch you stumble 
about, terrified for your life, I do prefer you when you’ re being feisty.” 

Mumbling something unkind into her wine glass, she finished it. Before she could even consider 
the thought of having another, a fae who seemed to be serving the role of butler had pulled the goblet 
from her hands and replaced it with another. “I really must not get drunk.” 

“Why not? Afraid you might enjoy yourself too much?” 

Afraid I may not be able to keep my hands off you. And I know you would have me in front of 
the crowd if I let you. She kept those thoughts squarely to herself. “I do not want to embarrass either 
of us.” 

“Your blush belies otherwise.” 

Damn it. 

Laughing again, he spun her to face him and, cradling her head in his hands, kissed her again. 
Despite the clammer and the din of the party around them, it was as though the whole world dropped 
away and there was only him. He threaded a hand into her hair as his other hand snaked down her 
bare back, sharp nails pricking at her skin. His touch trailed lower, and lower, until it slipped 
underneath the waist of her gown and gripped her ass so tight it stung. 

She hissed in a breath through her nose, but still he did not relent from his kiss. 

She should have been mortified, being manhandled in such a way in front of a hundred Unseelie 
lords and ladies, servants and monsters. But as he pulled her flush to him, her breasts pillowing 
against his chest, she felt as though her blood had been replaced with liquid metal. Or perhaps the 
burning rock she had seen deep beneath the ground of the Maze. 

When his stinging grasp relented, he soothed the sore spot with a caress and slowly broke away 
from the kiss. He ran his tongue along her swollen lower lip. “After the party calms, and we all sit 
about the fires, I will take you. I will take you before all who wish to see. It is our tradition.” 

“Is it really, or are you simply making that up?” She shivered at the thought. He had made love to 


her before Bayodan and Cruinn, but it was...different now. Strangers were another matter. It twisted 
something in her stomach, but she could not tell if it was only fear, or if it was mixed with equal parts 
excitement. 

What has become of me? 

I suppose...I am fae now. That is what has become of me. How many times had she happened 
across lovers, uncaring who might see them? It was not taboo in their world. It was, as Valroy had 
just said—rather expected. 

“Hm. Would it matter?” He stroked his thumb along her cheek before resting it in the hollow of 
her chin, his sharp nail barely resting against the tender skin of her lower lip. “I want to have you. I 
want to stake my claim. I want others to see how radiant you are, how perfect. How the world feels 
whole when Unseelie and Seelie mate.” 

“You are saying that simply because it is me. You hate my kind.” 

“Yes. And?” 

“As long as no one applauds.” She glared up at him, though her ire lacked weight behind it. She 
was too distracted by the bulge pressing into her abdomen. And how she wanted to taste him again. 

His expression split into a wide, eager grin. “They might when they see you take me to the hilt. Or 
see you part those pretty lips for me. It so rarely happens.” 

“I thought you were quite the lover.” It was so very hard to focus. 

“I am. My partners?” He shrugged a shoulder, and his hand tightened its grasp on her ass. She 
gasped and bit back a moan. “Not so much. You, on the other hand...” He slid his hand from her to 
rest against her lower back, his goal clearly met. “So, drink your fill, wonderful Abigail.” 

“What would happen if I refused?” 

“Then, of course, we would do nothing at all.” He frowned down at her and tilted her head back 
slightly to flick his sapphire eyes between hers. “Do you not yet understand? You are the one in 
charge, not I.” 

“Tt does not seem that way.” 

“Then you are not looking at it properly. What we do is because you desire it. If it were up to 
me?” He chuckled darkly. “You would not be currently able to walk.” 

That, she did not doubt. “I owe you my gratitude, then.” 

“You owe me nothing. You pay me in full, each time you surrender to me.” He kissed her again, 
and she swore he could swallow her soul by that method alone. It was more tender than before, and 
she felt his love in his embrace. 

When he parted, he took her hand. “Now, come. Let us greet all those who wish to meet you. 
Before I get too excited and take you over the dessert table.” 

Abigail downed her wine to the tune of Valroy’s laughter. 


VALROY COULD NOT KEEP the grin from his face. His cheeks would grow tired, but he could not help 
it. He was, perhaps for the first time in his long life, content. Abigail was so very much like a fish out 
of water, shyly greeting all the creatures who came to see her. 

She stared at them, despite her best intentions, especially those whose bodies did not resemble 
humans. When she tried to shake the hand of a Banshee, he tried so very hard not to laugh. Her hand 
passed through the ghostly woman’s, who smiled and chuckled at the poor Seelie’s naivete. 


Abigail was adorable. 

Beautiful, and so painfully sweet he wondered if he would not get a toothache from her. When one 
of the lords of stone from deep beneath the earth greeted her by kissing her, her face turned such a 
shade of red that it matched the fires that burned in the copper cauldrons around his great hall. 

Idly, he wondered what she would look like, split wide by a man made of pure rock, while he 
took her from another entrance. The painful condition of his member trapped inside his trousers 
became worse. He was not sure how that was possible. 

She clung to him, barely leaving the reach of his arm or his wing, as if he were her safety net. The 
thought made his heart warm, and he could not help but touch her at every opportunity. He did so 
much love to play with her hair, even if the vines of the Gle’Golun were always there to remind him 
that she could, at any point, likely destroy everyone in attendance at the gala. 

There was something wonderful in seeing someone so very powerful be so ignorant of their gifts. 
He would enjoy it while it lasted. But there was something else that made him smile. He was safe to 
her. 

Him. 

The Bloody Prince. She took shelter from the others in his embrace. When the party began to wind 
down, he led her by the hand to where clumps of Unseelie were sitting on pillows or in the grass 
around burning fires, chatting quietly, drinking, or already enjoying each other. 

He watched her stare at one woman who was with three lovers all at once, writhing against their 
bodies as they filled her in every way men could fill a woman. Abigail’s cheeks went red, and she 
took a step into Valroy before looking away shyly. 

“So meek, you are.” He kissed the top of her head. “That will change. Someday, I will have to vie 
for your attention, I think.” 

“I highly doubt that.” 

“Hm. We shall see.” He led her to an empty spot and sat down, pulling her with him. She knelt at 
his side before sitting on her heels, her sheer emerald dress pooling around her. He had chosen the 
color because it accented the inhuman and beautiful moss green of her eyes and the pattern of the same 
color that mottled her skin here and there. 

Brushing her hair off her shoulder, to make sure he could let his nails scrape against her skin, he 
kissed her there. He grinned mischievously at how she shivered. She was clearly struggling to keep 
her gaze from trailing over the crowd of people around them, lingering on those who were making 
love. 

“When you...when we—um—” 

“Yes. I lavished you with my tongue in front of Bayodan and Cruinn to prepare you for this. To 
prepare you for the celebration that would happen prior to our wedding.” Clever thing, having put it 
together. He grinned. “I figured it might be ‘gentlemanly’ of me to ease you into our way of life.” 

She swallowed thickly before taking a swig of her wine and said nothing. Her posture was rigid. 
That, he could not abide. Reaching out, he placed a hand on each of her shoulders and squeezed, 
pressing his thumbs against her tense muscles. “Calm yourself.” 

Her eyes slipped shut, and he felt her instantly begin to relax in his hands. “I am trying.” 

“Do you wish to leave?” 

“No...I...I don’t. And I suppose that is part of what I am grappling with.” 

Continuing to work the muscles in her shoulders, he kissed the back of her neck. “Let go, Abigail. 
Do only what feels right.” He shifted so he was on his knees behind her. “Tell me what you wish to 
do, how you wish this to transpire...and I will follow your orders. I am your slave this night.” 


“Answer me something first,” she murmured, her voice almost dreamy as he kneaded the tension 
from her shoulders. 

“Hm?” 

“The Unseelie we met. The one made entirely of eyes. How does a creature like that make love?” 
She wrinkled her nose. “Not that I wish to witness it, but it does raise...anatomical questions.” 

He laughed so loudly that heads swiveled to look at them. Turning her head to his, he kissed her, 
wrapping his wings around her to clutch her close. 

When he broke away, she had the barest smile on her lips. “Was it that strange a question?” 

“Hardly. Just a beautifully honest one.” He nuzzled into her hair. He loved how she smelled—of 
summer days and spring flowers. Of the sunlight that was not his to own. Of flowers, and fruit, and 
living things. She was all that he never would be. And it only made him want her more. “And to 
answer it? I do not rightly know. Nor, same as you, do I have any interest in finding out.” 

She chuckled and leaned her back against his chest, resting her head on his shoulder. He could not 
help but run a hand across her stomach, underneath the sheer fabric, caressing her warm, soft skin. 
“Valroy?” 

“Hm?” 

Her words were quiet, but they might as well have struck him like a bolt of lightning. “I think I 
would like to ride you this night and see how much of you I can take on my own accord. If...that 1s all 
right with you.” 

He very nearly finished from her words alone. With a groan, he lowered his head to her shoulder 
and had to struggle to contain himself in more ways than one. “Abigail.” 

She twisted in his arms to look up at him, as though worried she had done something wrong. Stars 
above, he wanted to throw her to the ground and rut her senseless. But that would defeat the point. 

Watching her, etching her features into his memory, wishing them to burn into his mind and never 
leave him, he kissed her. Slowly, taking his time, wishing to savor the moment. When he stopped, her 
eyes had drifted shut again. He had that power over her, and he took great pride in that. 

When she opened her eyes, her expression was one of nervous passion. She twisted to face him. 
To his pleasant surprise, she pressed her hand to the painful bulge that was demanding freedom. 
Moaning as she stroked him over his trousers, he struggled to keep hold of himself. It was his turn to 
shut his eyes. 

He whispered to her, though he was not ashamed of the words. He cared not who heard. “I love 
you. And I did not think I could love you more. Yet I am once more proven wrong.” 

He lay on his back on the pillows, sinking into their embrace, and watched his future queen as she 
took in the sight of him. She struggled so very hard to contain her need for him. “Let go, Abigail. I 
will catch you.” 

“I...” She paused, clearly debating her words. “I believe I am falling in love with you, Prince 
Valroy.” 

No matter what happened to them. No matter what the future held. He would cherish those words 
for as long as he lived. 

If this was love, he would never let it go. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


A bigail tried to keep her hands from trembling. She was so very, very out of her league. What was 

she even thinking? Making that request of Valroy? But as she watched him lie down in the 
pillows, looking ever like the nightmarish prince he was, she had to admit... he made her mouth water. 
Or go dry. Or, somehow, both. 

He smiled at her as he folded his arms beneath his head. One of his claws was toying with the 
fabric of her dress, wrapping it around the talons. 

“Do you always have to look so very smug?” She shifted closer to him, straddling one of his 
thighs. 

“Yes.” He lifted it up into her, and she gasped as he ground it against her body. She had already 
lost her war with her desire. She had fought, argued, grappled, struggled, and had been miserably 
defeated. 

Pushing a hand down on his leg, she stilled his movements. He obeyed, although that wry twist to 
his lips only deepened. Settling her weight on him, she took a moment to look around the large 
clearing in which they had all gathered. 

Figures moved in the dark, some hidden by the burning fires, others seeking the edge of the tree 
line to settle. Groups of friends, of lovers, of both, all relishing each other’s company. Laughter, now 
and then, rang out through the crackle of firewood. The air was cold and crisp, but the fire was warm 
as it cast dancing amber light and twisting shadows that further obscured the crowd. 

The sparks from the fire rose into the starry sky, as if they sought to join their distant brethren. It 
was beautiful. 

His other claw settled on her thigh, gently stroking her skin, as if trying to soothe her worries. Or, 
perhaps, to bring her attention back to him. Her money was on the latter. But it worked. She smirked 
down at him. “Am I being judged?” 

“Perhaps.” 

She narrowed her gaze. 

“Yes.” He hummed. “I would not worry.” 

“Were you going to warn me?” 

“Would it have done any good?” 

Opening her mouth to argue, she paused and sighed. “No.” 

“What, precisely, am I being judged on?” She wrinkled her nose. “If it is my ability, then I fear I 
am going to disappoint. I have hardly the experience the rest of you seem to share.” 

He chuckled. “First, you are too hard on yourself. Trust me. Second of all...no. They wish to see 
us. Their new King and Queen, the ‘splendor of our mating.’” He gestured a claw idly. “It is an old 


tradition.” 

“Perverts. The lot of you.” 

“You know not the half of it. Yet.” He chuckled darkly, the last word being both a threat and a 
promise. 

It flipped her stomach, twisting it in knots. 

How was it that she was both frightened of the things he said, but deeply desirous of them all the 
same? With a wavering breath, she reached down and ran her hand up over his abdomen, watching the 
muscles tighten and release beneath her touch. 

He was a work of art. Sculpted as if from marble. He had the body of a warrior. Of a man who 
used his body for strength and for violence. Her second hand joined the first, stroking his chest, 
exploring him. 

She had yet to truly touch him. Not like this. 

“You are...quite simply...the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.” His words were quiet and 
nearly awestruck. She raised her gaze from drinking in the sight of him. There was that ever-present 
lust in his eyes, yes. But there was something else. 

Love. 

“Tell me you do not lie to me, Prince Valroy.” She ran her hands back down his chest, toward his 
waist. Toward the monstrous thing in his trousers that looked as though it might split the seams if it 
were not set free soon. “I do not think my heart could take it.” 

He sat up so quickly she nearly fell backward. He wrapped an arm around her back and, with the 
other hand, had her chin caught so firmly that she wondered what she had done to anger him. 

The intensity in his gaze stopped her words before they could form. 

“Never shall I lie to you, my princess. My queen. My wife. Never. For while you play idle with 
your words...if you but once gazed upon me with betrayal in your eyes, I would not know how to live 
with myself.” He grinned. “That is a depth too low, even for me. No, my darling, sweet little Seelie 
witch. You have my loyalty, and my honesty, until the stars burn to dust.” 

“But...” 

“Shall I play games?” He grinned. “Of course. How else shall I inspire you to glare at me with 
such delicious fury? But betrayal? Lies? No.” He hovered his lips over hers, his hot breath pooling 
over her skin. “See into the soul of me, my beloved, and know that it is yours.” 

She was the one who zeroed the distance between them, kissing him with all the emotions that 
rushed over her at once. He was a monster. A murderous warlord who delighted in torture, 
dismemberment, and nightmarish designs the likes of which she knew she was only just beginning to 
understand. 

It should disgust her. She should turn away from him. That would be the logical thing to do. 

The right thing. 

The just thing. 

But it seemed she carried none of those qualities, for she poured her heart into the kiss to match 
his. J lied to you. I am not falling for you. I think I am already quite gone. 

When she ended the kiss, she pushed on his shoulders, insisting he return to the pillows. He 
chuckled and obeyed, stretching out languidly, as if he were settling in for a nap. Damn him and his 
arrogance. 

But she was smiling faintly as she shook her head. 

“What do you plan to do to me, my princess?” He folded his arms behind his head again, watching 
her with that wry, devilish smirk once more. 


“I have not thought this through, to be blunt.” She untied her dress from her shoulders and, with 
only a moment’s hesitation, pulled it off over her head and tossed it aside. It would only get in the 
way soon enough. 

Laughing, he shifted beneath her, grinding his thigh back into her body. She suppressed a moan and 
shut her eyes for a moment to bask in the sensation. His voice was a low dusky rumble when it left 
him. “Do whatever you wish.” 

She trailed her hands down his chest, before running a palm over his arousal, feeling the defined 
shape of him through the fabric, already hot against her skin. He was not so subtle with his sounds, 
nor how he lifted his hips into her touch. 

Pressing a little harder, stroking him slowly, she watched as he writhed beneath her. The power 
she had over him was more intoxicating than the wine. It made her forget about the hundreds of eyes 
watching her—or perhaps, they simply added to the desire that coiled low in her body. She was not 
quite sure. 

She was on stage. And the idea of it...was not so revolting as she had expected it to be. 

Leaning down, she kissed his chest, right in the center of the inked depiction of the Maze that sat 
over his heart. That brought a low moan from him, and he tangled a claw in her hair. He pulled, 
arching her back, and she gasped as the sting ran through her scalp. But the gasp was of pleasure, not 
pain. 

And still, she stroked him, worsening what must be a frighteningly uncomfortable situation for 
him. She grinned, sharing just a little in his wickedness for once. That seemed to nearly send him over 
the edge, as he bared his teeth and threw his head back into the pillows, squeezing his eyes shut. He 
twitched beneath her, but with a deep growl, and she watched as he fought for control of his body and 
won. 

Sapphire eyes met hers, and they were both annoyed and desperately passionate at once. 

“I believe I enjoy teasing you,” she murmured. “What a surprise.” 

“Lucky me,” he complained. 

With a quiet chuckle, she straightened up again, his claw slipping from her hair. She decided there 
was teasing, and then there was torture, and she was not quite ready for that. Untying his trousers, she 
pulled them from his hips, and he audibly groaned as he was released. 

With her help, he kicked his pants off, seemingly overeager to be rid of them. Then, he was 
beneath her, fully naked. Fully proud. And gods... 

She wrapped her hand around him, amazed. She wondered if she would ever become adjusted to 
him, as Titania had said she would. She did not ever think she would become bored, however. That 
was out of the question. 

The sensation of his rows of piercings as they slid through her grasp was fascinating. He arched 
his back, pressing his hips upward, matching her motions with his own tempo. “Would you—Annh— 
prefer them gone?” He shut his eyes, basking in the sensation she was bringing him. 

“No. Leave them.” She did have to admit they suited him wonderfully. “I am being judged, am I 
not?” 

He grinned, sharp eyeteeth flashing, though he did not open his eyes. “I am...surprised. I thought 
you—ah—would be too shy for this. That I would be pressing you to the grass, watching you hide 
your face while I made you cry my name.” 

She shivered at the mental image. “I do not want them to think I am some conquered thing, some 
prize of war.” She climbed off his thigh to lower herself to her elbow beside him, her body 
perpendicular to his. 


“Arent you?” 

Acting on a whim, she lowered her head and bit his thigh, close to the junction of his hip. He 
snarled, but judging by how his arousal jumped in her hand, he also enjoyed when pain walked the 
line. 

Rolling her tongue over the mark she left, she smiled to herself. Yes, that was rather fun. His 
pleasure seemed to echo in her as though it was her own. It was something she had never experienced 
before—this sensation of power. This freedom. 

“No. I think I am here of my own volition.” She kissed his thigh, inching closer to where she knew 
he wished her lips to be, taking her sweet time. 

“I—hnnh—am not complaining, mind you. Simply’—he growled as she teased his abdomen with 
her teeth once more—“surprised.” 

“Do you want a slave, Prince Valroy? A broken thing that kneels and kisses your feet?” She 
slowly ran her tongue up the length of him, from base to tip, and watched as he swallowed a roar. 
Sapphire eyes met hers, and he looked nearly overwrought. 

She did not know where she got the gall. She did not know where her words came from. Perhaps 
the wine was to blame. Perhaps the warmth of the fire. Perhaps the heat of his body beneath hers. She 
smiled. “Or do you want a queen?” 

From his expression, she wondered if his pleasure had not peaked from her words alone. He 
spasmed beneath her, the claws of his wings fisting in the pillows, and he snarled, a deep, rumbling, 
animalistic sound. 

The expression that met hers a moment later was lost in pleasure, but also...frustrated. Not angry, 
not per se, but watching her with such unfettered violence that she wondered if she had gone too far. 
She was playing a dangerous game with the deadliest of predators. 

His hands flexed in the air near her head, sharp nails threatening to grab her. She knew he was 
fighting the urge to force himself into her. Tension arced through him in waves, and finally, with an 
opened-mouth growl, he forced his hands back down. 

“You... You will be the death of me, Abigail Moore.” His words were tangled up in short, quick 
breaths. “Take pity on me, will you?” 

Pity. Who was about to break whom, she wondered? J do not think he is accustomed to this 
manner of treatment. Why would he be? You know him. You have seen how he conducts himself. 
Yes, she would pay him mercy. She had proven her point. Perhaps not just to him, if the quieting of the 
conversations around them were any indication. 

She ran her tongue up the length of him, again and again, finding she rather enjoyed the slide of the 
beads of his piercings against her. She let her eyes slide shut, losing herself in the sensation of him. 

“Mind your teeth...” 

She almost laughed. He sounded so utterly furious with her, and yet he was worried about her 
cracking a tooth on his piercings. Valroy was, if nothing, a creature of strange contradictions that 
somehow were not contradictions at all. 

Taking him into her mouth, she savored the sound he made as she rolled her tongue around him, 
stroking the rest with her hand, as she worshiped him as best she could. She would have to be careful, 
he was right. But she could set her own tempo for once, so— 

Breaking away from him, she cried out as something entered her core. She looked up at him in 
shock. His hands were still beneath his head. She cried out again as it plunged deeper, sending 
pleasure crackling up her spine. 

His wings. 


She always forgot about his damnable wings. 

He had withdrawn the sharp, eagle-like nails of his claws, and was now pressing one of the thick, 
textured digits deep into her body. It was hard to return her attention to him, with such a foreign and 
wonderful sensation sending jolts through her. But she had started this. 

Taking him back into her mouth, loving the strain that it was to fit him, she bobbed her head on 
him slowly, getting the feel for him. Pulling ina breath, she held it, and sank her head lower onto him. 

Gods. 

His piercings. 

They threatened to end her control. But she would not be defeated by them. Or by him. 

“One,” he murmured thickly. 

She dug her nails into his thigh. He jerked his hips up, ramming himself just the barest amount 
deeper into her. She almost gagged. Retreating enough to breathe, she shot him a glare. He only 
grinned at her. 

Bastard. 

He knew. She needn’t say it. 

The talon of his wing plunged into her again, slow and methodical, but unstoppable. She moaned 
against him and decided she would be annoyed another time. When she was the one setting the pace, 
she found it far easier to take him, though it was a challenge. It always would be. 

Always. 

The thought hit her, and she shuddered. This was her future husband beneath her. She would have 
as much of him as she could ever possibly want. And slowly but surely, he was making a glutton out 
of her. 

When six and seven passed her lips, he moaned her name. A second digit joined the first inside 
her, twisting and flexing, and she nearly came undone in that moment, skewered as she was from both 
ends. 

Another retreat, another deep breath, and she committed to taking him all. When her nose touched 
his body, that seemed to be too much for him. That time, her name was a muffled roar. A hand gripped 
the back of her head as he lost his composure, ramming his hips up into her, seeking desperately to 
find a way to burrow somehow deeper. 

She felt him throb inside her. His hips left the ground as he arched, his muscles spasming as he 
emptied himself into her, far past the point that she would taste him. 

It was not the sensation of his talons inside her body that sent her crashing over the edge to join 
him. 

It was the pleasure that she brought him. Watching him lose himself in her. Listening to him gasp 
and moan and snarl in ecstasy. She would have cried out if she could have. 

A moment later, and he ripped her from him. It was only then that she realized she was dizzy, 
having held her breath for perhaps a second too long. She gasped for air, her thoughts reeling in a mix 
of her own tingling release and lack of air. 

He dragged her up his body, and a second later she was atop him, and he was kissing her with all 
the wild fervor of a madman. She pushed on his chest, needing to breathe, and he finally relented. 

Cradling her face in his hands, he was watching her in something like astonishment, yet edged 
with that same desperate frustration as before. He lifted his hips, and she realized...he had not 
abated. Not in the slightest. 

He grinned darkly as her eyes must have gone wide. “I am no mortal man, Seelie.” Those talons 
returned, ramming into her without warning, all the way to the knuckle, and she arched, crying out 


sharply at the sensation. The laugh that came from him was pure evil. And she could not have been 
happier for it. 

Leaning up, he ran his tongue along the line of her lower lip, before murmuring words that nearly 
unwound her. “And I am not done with you yet.” 


VALROY HAD NEVER BEEN SO angry and joyful at the same time. It was an odd combination, and he did 
not quite know what to do with it. His little Seelie tormentor had wanted to take him in front of all his 
courtiers. Him! Valroy, the Bloody Prince. 

It would ruin his reputation. 

Or perhaps fix it. 

It could not get much worse. 

But how could he deny her? How could he say no, when she had him riding the edge of oblivion 
in a way that no other woman had ever done? Had ever dared to do? The sensation of losing himself 
into her ready, willing, supple mouth...stars. He almost lost control a second time just at the fresh 
memory. 

But now it was his turn. 

Oh, he could throw her to the grass and rut her like the wild boar he had threatened to become 
what seemed like eons ago. He could press her face to the pillows and make her cry for mercy as he 
cored out her body for himself. 

No. 

That would be too simple. 

She was atop him now, straddling his waist, and he could feel her volcanic tightness around the 
digits of his wing. She nearly wailed as he pressed them into her as far as they could go. And soon, 
they would be buried deep in her in a different way. 

He grinned devilishly. She would take him of her own accord, just as she wished to. But that did 
not mean he did not have his own surprises in store. He pulled his talons from her body, leaving her 
just shy of release. He could also be a tease. 

“Well?” He laid his head back down, adoring the sight of her grappling with her own desire. “Or 
are you changing your mind?” 

There was that withering glare he loved so much. She sat up and ran a hand through her hair, 
pushing the garnet curls and ringlets away from her face. Taking a moment to gather her wits, she took 
him in her hand and, shifting her hips, began to bury him inside her. 

The noises they made were matched as she slid him deeper. This time, he did not count the rungs 
as she worked to fit him. He rested his hands on her thighs, squeezing gently, encouraging more than 
he was guiding her. 

No, this was her night. 

His queen. 

She released him, no longer needing assistance, and pressed her palms against his abdomen as she 
rocked her hips, working him slowly, sinking lower and lower. What a sight she was. What a 
flawless, perfect thing. 

A Seelie, with all her life and light and warmth. With all her spring and summer glory. 

Impaling herself upon him. 


Truly there could be no happier Unseelie than he. 

Her lips were parted now as her chest heaved, desperate for air. He could not help himself. He 
moved to cup her breasts, kneading and groping them slowly, rolling the globes through his fingers. 

Her moan was like music to him as still she struggled to take him. But she would not be defeated. 
He toyed with her pert nipples, delighting in how the action made her shiver and gasp. 

When finally, finally, her weight was upon his hips, and they were fully joined as one, he felt her 
body convulse around him, tightening in waves, and she bit back the cry of her ecstasy. 

She pressed a hand to her abdomen, and rocked her body on him once more, clearly feeling him 
inside her. “Valroy...gods...” 

“Tf you think that I—ah—cannot ruin you from here—” He gripped her hips in his hands and lifted 
her up two inches before slamming her back down, snapping his hips up in time to match. He caught 
her in the fading light of her bliss, and her eyes shot open wide at what it must have done to her, her 
mouth open in a silent cry. “Then we have not been properly—” He repeated the action, his voice 
turning to a low growl. “Introduced. ” 

It was his turn to set the tempo. His turn to set the pace. For watching all the concern and worry, 
all the strife and internal debating about “should she” or “would she” disappear in the wrath of his 
pleasure was quite simply one of the most wonderful things he had ever seen. 

For in the onslaught of his love, she could only surrender. Bending his knees, planting his heels on 
the ground, he set upon his work. 

And soon, so very soon, she was resting her hands upon his thighs, unable to do anything but gasp 
and whimper and mewl as he drove all the doubts from her mind and replaced them with this. With 
him. 

When her bliss grew once more, he felt her tense as the pleasure hovered on the verge of being 
overwhelming. He slowed, and then stopped, ensuring that he was still deep to the hilt inside her, 
only building and relenting on the pressure. 

She blinked her eyes open in confusion. 

Reaching up with one hand, he cupped the back of her head and pulled her down for a kiss. 
Perhaps she thought the motion was simply him being sweet. 

Naive girl. 

The sound she made against his lips—a cry, a scream, a shout—was beautiful beyond words. For 
he had forced one of the talons of his wing inside her. With him. Beside him. She struggled, but he 
wrapped his arms around her, pinning her to his chest. 

When she bit his lip, he only laughed against her. 

The digit did not stay there long, however. He had other plans. For it drifted north, circling her 
other entrance, dampening it. She squeaked and tossed her head, finally freeing herself from his kiss. 

“Valroy—” 

“Shush.” 

“J —” She tried to push away. But she was caught in his arms, impaled deep upon him. There was 
nowhere for her to go. And her words cut off in a squeak as he pressed the tip of his digit—nails 
withdrawn, of course—into her in a new way. 

“I will have you in every way a man can have you.” He growled the words into her ear, as he 
slowly worked the digit deeper. “I will make you mine. Now...relax. Breathe.” Out by half, in by 
twice. Out by half, in by twice. Careful, mindful of any expression of pain upon her features. 

She was wide-eyed, terrified, overwrought. 

But not in pain. 


In by twice. Out by half. Her body relented at the invasion, her battlements already broken down 
by his onslaught. “Surrender, Seelie.” 

“I—ah—I do not—know as I—have a choice—” Her words were barely formed, her eyes now 
shut as she was overcome by what he was doing to her. 

“You always will. And you always have.” He buried himself to the knuckle, grinning in triumph. 
He would split her that way in truth someday. But that would be a much longer, more careful affair. 
Pressing his weight onto his heels, he began to rut her again. Slower this time. Letting her experience 
what it was like to feel even more of him inside her than before. 

She dropped her head to his chest, her cheek over his heart. 

And she was once more his. 

And oh, how he brought her such ecstasy in return. 

When all was said and done, when he had filled her for a second time, their cries both swallowed 
by a kiss, she was lying atop him in breathless abandon, basking in what they had done. 

And when muted applause broke out amongst the onlookers, her laughter was exhausted but 
genuine. 

I wished for a wife. 

And I found so very much more. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


A s the party began to die down, and groups wandered off to enjoy the rest of the evening together, 

Anfar found himself as he always did in such situations—on the outskirts. 

Alone. 

The alternative was not preferable. He did not want to sit around with the other lords and ladies 
of the court and listen to them banter and yammer endlessly about topics he cared nothing for, or 
worse, watch them mate. 

He took a bottle of hard alcohol—ensuring it was full—and went to sit by himself by the edge of 
the forest. Close enough to one of the fires that he would not be cold, but far enough away that he did 
not need to listen to the party in any detail. 

When footsteps approached, crunching the fallen leaves beneath and snapping small twigs, he 
looked up, and furrowed his brow. “Perin?” 

“I saw you over here, thought I might join you.” The selkie smiled. “If you want.” 

His growing sense of suspicion about the young man had now reached a tipping point. He 
motioned his head for Perin to sit down beside him all the same and offered the bottle of alcohol to 
the sailor once Perin had settled with his back against the tree beside him. “Why are you here, 
Perin?” 

“Oh. Well, I think it is Abigail’s doing. I doubt Valroy would have invited me of his own accord.” 

“No. I mean here. Sitting beside me.” Anfar took the bottle from the man’s hand and took a gulp 
before setting it down between them. 

“Oh.” Perin paused for a long time and sighed. “You looked lonely.” 

“No, I look angry.” Anfar sneered. “But you believe I am lonely.” 

“Are you?” 

Anfar sipped the alcohol again. There was no point in lying to the selkie. His pride had already 
been diminished enough around the other man. What good were the last dregs of it now? “I suppose.” 

“Then why not join the others?” 

“Because I cannot stand their vapid conversations.” 

“PI shut up, then.” 

That made Anfar laugh unexpectedly, though judging by the look on Perin’s face, it hadn’t been 
intended as a joke. But, encouraged by Anfar’s laugh, he faintly smiled. 

“T also have no desire to watch to find out if Lord Verink will complete his attempt to ‘beat his 
personal record’ of number of cocks sucked in one evening. I refuse to be part of his tally, and last 
time I had to break his nose.” Anfar grimaced. 

Perin had been mid-gulp and snorted. He wailed, as the burning substance clearly managed to find 


itself up his nose. 

And Anfar laughed again. Though not directly at the man’s misery. He knew the sailor would be 
fine. But it had been a funny thing to see, all the same. When Perin was done rubbing his nose and his 
watering eyes, Anfar nudged him. “Are you all right?” 

“T’m’—he coughed—“fine. Oh, gods.” He wiped again at his eyes with the heel of his hand. 
“That smarts.” 

Anfar smirked and leaned his head against the bark of the tree. “Who put you up to this, Perin?” 

“Hum?” The sailor looked surprised. Surprised, and perhaps just a little bit guilty. 

“Was it Abigail?” 

“No, I” 

“Valroy, then?” 

The other man blushed—actually blushed—as he shook his head and looked away toward the 
main portion of the party. He scratched at his stubble, and... 

Oh. 

Oh, no. 

Anfar went rigid for a moment, staring at Perin’s expression in wide-eyed shock. And he was 
very, very glad that the sailor was distracted. Anfar reached for the bottle of alcohol and swallowed 
two gulps of it, hoping the burning in his throat would kill the thoughts in his head. 

For it was in that terrible, horrible, awful, disastrous moment... 

That he realized he was attracted to the selkie. 

Shit. Shit, shit, shit! No, no, no, by the gods, no. Please. Don t do this to me. 

“Who put you up to this?” Anfar asked again, a little colder that time. “You are not here of your 
own volition.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“No one comes near me of their own volition. Even Valroy comes only to torment me, or when he 
needs something.” Anfar bared his sharp teeth then sighed. “If it was neither he nor Abigail who sent 
you, who was it?” 

“T...um.” Perin’s shoulders slumped. “First, I do not dislike your presence, Anfar. I—I think you 
may be one of the few sane courtiers, and I feel decidedly /ess out of place with you than I do out in 
that nonsense.” The sailor picked up the bottle and gestured with it toward the party before taking a 
sip and placing it back down in the grass. “I enjoy speaking with you. And worse yet, I enjoy it when 
we do not speak nearly as much, but just sit in silence.” 

Anfar watched him carefully, searching out the lie. “It was Bayodan, wasn’t it?” 

“No.” Perin shut his eyes and sighed heavily again. “If you wish for me to go, if you dislike me, I 
will leave.” 

Anfar frowned and, swearing again at himself in his head for being just as foolish as those he 
claimed to loathe so much, muttered, “I do not dislike you, selkie. If I did, I would have eaten you by 
now.” 

It was Perin’s turn to laugh. Anfar did not think what he said was funny, but...he did not 
understand most humor. 

They sat in silence for a long moment before Perin finally broke it. “It was one of the hags. The 
one who comes at twilight. Belladonna. She told me you would...need companionship and asked me 
to mind you.” 

“And what else did she say?” 

“Some long-winded parable about a bear and a thorn. I don’t know. It was nonsense. Then 


something about how you must ‘play your part in what is to come,’ and that you needed me. Then 
simply that I should ‘go left.” He rolled his eyes. 

Anfar snorted. “You did indeed speak to one of the hags.” He shook his head. “Why does it matter 
if I choose to sink to the bottom of a bottle? What did she mean, ‘what is to come’ ?” 

Perin shook his head. “That was all she told me.” 

Another long stretch of silence passed between them. 

“I am not here simply because the hag told me to be. I...truly do enjoy your company, Anfar.” The 
selkie picked at a loose string of the sleeve of his coat. 

“You could have lied to me about the hag. You told me the truth. For that reason, I believe you.” 
He paused. “I think you are an idiot, but I believe you.” 

Perin laughed quietly, and Anfar smiled. 

They finished the rest of the bottle in silence. 


THE SUN WAS STILL in the sky when Abigail awoke, veiled as it was in the Maze. She was sitting 
beside the sleeping Valroy—it still felt odd to sit on his wing, but he said it really did not bother him 
—stroking her hand gently through his long, blue hair. 

She was awestruck by him in his wrathful moments. But she adored him when he was peaceful 
like this. It was a different side of him. One she suspected most did not see. He yawned, hummed, and 
wrapped his arms around her, pulling her closer to his side. 

His words were muffled and a little slurred as he shoved his head into the pillow beneath him. 
“What time is it?” 

“It is not yet night, if that is what you are asking.” She glanced over at the sun. “But it is late in the 
afternoon.” 

“Why’re you awake?” He opened a bleary eye then squeezed it shut again with a groan. “Why’m I 
awake?” 

Chuckling, she leaned down and kissed his cheek. “I couldn’t sleep. I...should go talk to Titania. 
But I did not want to leave without telling you where I had gone.” 

That woke him up. At least enough for him to roll onto his back to look up at her in confusion, 
anyway. “Titania? Why?” 

There was a path before her. One of honesty, and one of deception. She could tell him the truth, 
or...protect him from it. She shook her head. He had vowed to never lie to her; how could she 
immediately tell a falsehood in return? 

“She asked me to kill you, when she first allowed me to return to the Maze. When you were to 
wed Astasha. I...said I would try, if I could.” She frowned. “But I cannot do this thing she asked of 
me. Nor do I wish to even consider it any longer.” She paused, waiting for his anger. Waiting for him 
to strike her, perhaps, ina fit of rage for having hidden that from him. 

Instead, he laughed. 

She blinked in surprise, watching as he slung an arm over his eyes to blot out the light. “Typical 
bitch-queen Titania. Let me guess, she told you to have your fill of me, and then when you were bored 
of my giant cock, to murder me in my sleep.” 

“In. ..nearly precisely those words, yes.” She fought back a smile and lost. 

“And you wish to tell her that you have sided with me?” 


“Yes. She was kind to me, as much as I think she is capable. It only seems fair.” 

“You are dealing with the Seelie. Nothing is fair with them.” 

“I am Seelie, do not forget.” 

“You are, and yet you very much are not.” He yawned and turned back onto his side to burrow 
into the pillows. “You are still too human for your own good. But I will not stop you. You are free to 
do as you wish. I will tell the trees not to molest you on the way out.” He grinned sleepily. 

“I appreciate that.” Leaning down, she kissed his cheek again. “I will be back before sundown.” 

“Good.” He stretched and tugged the fur blanket higher up onto him. “We have a wedding to 
plan.” 

She smiled. Yes, they did. She kissed his cheek one last time before slipping from the bed, then 
summoned herself some clothing. She kept the cotton trousers, but she chose something silkier for a 
blouse than perhaps she would have not too long ago. It simply felt nicer against her skin. Summoning 
the green cloak Bayodan had given her, she pulled it around herself to keep off the chill air. 

He was right. The trees left her alone as she moved through the root systems and to a place she 
thought might be a good first attempt to find the queen—the throne room. It was empty. The sun 
shining on the golden throne caught her attention. It was beautiful, the glinting rays off all the detailed 
carved pieces of wood and bone. 

Morbid, yes. 

But beautiful. 

Like most of Tir n’Aill, I suppose. 

“Fancy to sit upon it?” 

She shrieked at the sudden voice behind her. She whirled to find Titania standing there, smirking 
at her. “I—no. It was just a pretty sight, that’s all.” 

“Mim—hm. No, I think you have come to kill me and take my throne.” 

“No! I—but—I—’” She stammered uselessly, panic flooding her. 

Titania’s eyes glinted in amusement, and her smile bloomed to a full one, as she burst into 
laughter. “I am teasing you, you poor dear.” The queen stepped forward and hugged her without 
warning, pulling her close. “I am so happy you came to see me.” 

After a moment’s hesitation, Abigail hugged the other woman back. “I...thought you would be 
mad at me.” 

“Mad at you? For what? Masterfully playing your hand? Valroy’s obsession with you?” Titania 
pushed back to cup Abigail’s face in her hands. “No, darling. I am impressed and overjoyed. I did not 
think you had it in you.” 

Abigail did not know whether to be insulted by that. “Thank you?” 

Titania chuckled and walked away from her to go watch the view of the sun over the valley 
below. “You are to be a queen, as well. The throne may not be yours, but you will stand beside it and 
whisper into his ear at every opportunity. Your influence will be just as grand as his. I have heard that 
your betrothal ceremony went off flawlessly last night.” Titania shot her a look over her shoulder and 
winked at her. 

“Betrothal ceremony?” Abigail blinked and followed Titania to look over the view of Tir Aill. 
“Ts that what that was? I just figured the fae have nightly orgies.” 

Titania cackled in laughter and leaned upon the rock wall, her expression wistful as her 
amusement faded. “Oh, we do. But last night was a special one, and my spies tell me you performed 
beautifully.” 

Abigail’s face exploded in warmth. “I. Well. I.” 


“Valroy has only ever been known to take his ‘lovers.’” Titania rolled her eyes at the word. 
“More like victims. The crowd expected you to be flattened to the ground by him. Instead, what I was 
told they saw was ‘a joining of equals.’ Tell me something.” She grinned at her. “Has he confessed his 
love for you yet?” 

Abigail nodded and turned her attention out to the forest, the valley, and the beautiful sunlight that 
cast the brilliant colors of Autumn in all the shades of reds, yellows, burgundies and evergreens. “He 
has.” 

“And have you told him you love him back?” 

“Nearly.” She frowned. “And that is why I have come.” 

“Oh?” 

“I cannot kill the man I love. Nor do I wish to deceive him. He has given me a pledge of honesty 
and loyalty, and I...cannot enter this marriage with him in good conscience with a dagger behind my 
back.” She picked at a piece of gravel atop the crumbling stone wall. “I know a thousand years will 
pass too quickly for all of us.” 

Titania settled a hand on Abigail’s shoulder. “I will never ask a woman to murder her husband, 
future or otherwise. And to ask her to kill the man she loves? No, darling. Do not be ashamed for 
telling me this. You have not disappointed me in any way.” 

Abigail smiled faintly. Reaching into the ether, she pulled the cursed dagger from the hearth in her 
mind’s eye. It did not feel right to keep it. She looked down at it, and its strange, curling, 
asymmetrical lines, and simply knew that it was an item not of Tir m Aill. Or perhaps not even from 
Earth. 

Whatever magic coursed through the blackened metal felt deeply wrong. She was rather glad to be 
rid of it. Placing it on the stones in front of Titania, she smiled at the other woman. “I know I am not 
meant to do this. But...thank you for understanding.” 

“Of course.” Titania tucked a strand of Abigail’s hair behind her ear. “I doubted if he loved you 
until I saw him with you. I do not know how it is you wormed your way into his black heart. I did not 
think it was possible. But, then again, you seem to defy a great deal of probabilities.” She took the 
knife from the stones and turned it over in her hands thoughtfully. It vanished a moment later. “And 
thank you for returning the knife.” She grinned at the social faux pas. “I would hate for it to fall back 
into Valroy’s hands.” 

“Back into?” 

“Hm. It was given to him a long time ago by a...creature. I cannot even rightfully describe the 
thing that walked into this world like a nobleman perusing an art gallery.” Titania wrinkled her nose. 
“He gave Valroy the blade before he left. The two of them were far too friendly for my liking. And I 
learned to fear the things that come from the darkness beyond just as much as I fear that which lives 
on my doorstep. I had one of my spies steal it from Valroy.” 

“There are other worlds?” 

“Oh, yes. Many. And from them all I see an evil the likes of the Maze.” Titania bared her teeth ina 
moment of disgust before it faded. “And I do all I can to protect my people from it.” 

“Has the Maze always been here?” 

“As far as I know, yes. But it never had a keeper—not before Valroy.” 

“Huh.” Abigail looked out over the valley. The sun was just beginning to set. “I hope I do right by 
our people, Titania. I hope I can do what I can to protect them, even torn in two as I am.” 

Titania wrapped an arm around her shoulder and hugged her, leaning her head atop Abigail’s 
shoulder. “You have already done more for them, by brokering this peace, than I have ever managed 


to do. They are already celebrating in the market. And we are to be invited to the wedding—an 
Unseelie wedding.” Titania laughed. “I never thought anything like it would ever come to pass. I am 
rather intrigued.” 

“T am certain there will be plenty of alcohol.” 

That sent the queen howling into laughter. She pulled Abigail into an embrace again and squeezed 
her tight. “Come what may, come what might pass between us in all the years to come, please know 
that I adore you, Abigail. And that I hope we remain friends in our souls, even if not always in our 
words and actions.” 

Abigail held her back and smiled. “I hope for the same.” 

“Good.” Titania kissed her cheek. “Now, go home to that sentient, walking fuckpole of yours 
before he gets antsy and burns a village out of boredom.” 

Abigail laughed and, stepping away from the queen, bade her farewell. “I will see you soon.” 

The journey back to the Maze was as uneventful as the trek from it. She felt the sensation of the 
darkness settle over her as she entered its boundary—like damp moss against her skin, though no chill 
came with it other than one that pulled at the mind. 

She emerged back in Valroy’s room and found him precisely how she had left him—save that he 
had sprawled out to take up as much of the space as possible. Smiling, she slid beneath the fur 
blankets and curled up against him. He muttered in his sleep and clutched her close as though she 
were a child’s toy. 

Shutting her eyes, she sank into the presence of him and let sleep claim her once again. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


T he days leading up to the wedding were all a bit of a blur for Abigail. She was fitted for a dress, 

Valroy spent most of his time barking orders at people and hissing at them when they came back 
with unsatisfactory replies, and every time the sun was about to rise, she found herself caught in his 
embrace as they made love. 

And it was love. 

Violent, yes. Most evenings she woke up with scrapes and bruises. 

But by the old gods, she now could no longer deny that what she felt for the Unseelie Prince was 
love. 

It was the night before the ceremony, and she had gone off to bathe by herself for a change. It was 
becoming addicting, bathing. Now that she had access to hot water and soap, she found she longed to 
sink into Valroy’s large copper tub and bask in it. When she returned, he was nowhere to be found. 

Frowning, she checked all the usual places—the trees of the Maze only leaving her slightly warm 
in the cheeks when she emerged each time—but to no avail. Finally, she resorted to the Maze itself to 
help her. Placing her hand against the bark of the tree, she asked them to take her to Valroy. 

That time, she felt a little bit more manhandled than the previous treks, but she was coming to 
mind it less and less. If the Maze, or whatever creature it was, was linked to Valroy, then it made 
sense. Where one desired her, the other was sure to follow. 

Music filled her ears the moment she reappeared on the other side. Of course. Of all the places 
she had checked, she had not sought out his collection. But it was not at his pipe organ that he sat, but 
at a harpsichord. She was rather glad for it, as the pipe organ could be so very loud. The tune he 
played was a graceful one, and she walked up behind him, smiling as she listened. 

When he finished, she snaked her arms over his shoulders and clasped them around his neck, 
kissing his cheek. “There you are.” 

He shut his eyes and leaned his head against hers. “You sought me out, Seelie witch.” 

“I did. I was wondering where you had gone off to. Your trees helped me.” 

“I hope they did not leave you too worse the wear for it.” 

“No.” She cuddled into him and hugged herself just a little bit closer. “Not too much.” 

“Good.” He took in a breath and let it out slowly. She felt tension melt from him as he leaned back 
into her embrace. “Abigail?” 

“Yes?” 

“Do you wish to marry me?” 

She furrowed her brow and shifted to sit on the bench beside him, her legs on the opposite side 
from his. “What do you mean? Of course.” 


“You offered to marry me to spare your life and to grant this world a thousand years of peace. Not 
because you wished to be my queen.” His expression darkened. “Is that not so?” 

Caught off guard by his anger, she stared at him for a moment, stunned. 

He growled. “I knew it.” He moved to push up from the keys, and she had to tug on his arm to pull 
him back down. “I shall inform the court—” 

“Valroy—” 

“—that the peace treaty still stands, but that there shall be no—” 

“Valroy!” 

“__wedding, and that I—” 

She slapped him. As hard as she could. She was certain the impact did not hurt him in the 
slightest, but it had the intended effect. He stared at her, wide-eyed and silent. 

She placed a palm to his cheek where she had struck him. She smiled faintly. “Valroy...I love you. 
I should not, but I do. So, yes. I will stand at the altar with you willingly, for despite what you might 
wish to believe, I want to marry you. Now, will you calm down, you overdramatic id—” 

Her words were cut off by his kiss. He pulled her into his lap, and for a moment she wondered if 
her clothes were about to be ripped off her body again. But when he broke the kiss, he curled his 
wings around her and held her to him with all four of his limbs, his head buried in the crook of her 
neck. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck and gently stroked his hair. She was always amazed at 
how soft and smooth it was. When his shoulders shook, she realized...he was crying. 

“I love you, Valroy,” she whispered. “I love you not in spite of your darkness, but because of it. 
Come what may, my prince, I wish to stand at your side.” 

And she found she meant every single word of it. 


FAE WEDDINGS WERE BIZARRE. 

That was what Abigail decided as she attended her own. And if fae weddings were strange, 
Unseelie weddings were truly something to behold. They were not like human weddings in any regard 
—not the style, not the tone, and certainly not the attendants. 

For one, the celebration started /ong before the ceremony. Food and drink and laughter 
overflowed from the moment the full moon began to rise in the sky. 

Valroy warned her to take it easy on the alcohol until after the handfasting was completed. 
Otherwise, he warned, he would have to prop her up on a stick to keep her from falling over. But that 
did not deter her from softening her nerves witha glass of wine. Or two. Or three. 

Everyone was there. 

Seelie and Unseelie alike. At first, they did not quite know what to do with each other, standing on 
opposite sides of the great hall, staring at each other with mixed expressions of fear and mistrust. 

Until Bayodan asked Uri to dance with him. The sight of the enormous goat man dancing with the 
tiny elf had made her smile broader than she had in a long time. Uri had been terrified at first, but 
soon, she was blushing and giggling. Abigail would have wondered if Bayodan had not used his 
magic, if she had not seen firsthand how charming he could be. 

Lord Gregory Wilson was also off to one side of the event, talking the ears off several Seelie 
courtiers, who looked both intrigued and beautifully disgusted by the man with no head. 


Titania and Oberon were in full regalia, and, even in the moonlight, they almost appeared to glow 
with their own light. Abigail wondered if someday she would look so regal and powerful. Or if she 
would ever consider herself not to be dressed like a total fool. 

The gown she wore was a mix of emerald and sapphire silk. The neckline somehow managed to 
both plunge low and drape off her shoulders at the same time. She wore a belt of silver, fashioned to 
look like vines that had woven around each other in an intricate but delicate design. 

When she had been given a necklace to wear, one covered in real sapphires and emeralds, she 
had gasped and tried to argue about it. She could not wear anything that was clearly so expensive. But 
Valroy had merely given her that look, and she gave up her fussing. 

A second friendly argument had ensued about her owl talisman. They settled for a more 
decorative chain in lieu of the leather cord. 

Servants had come to help her with her hair and her makeup, since she was useless at such things 
on her own. But when they were done, she had to admit she...looked beautiful. 

She did add a few of her red flowers to her hair. 

Upon a dais at the head of the great hall sat two silver crowns. One larger than the other, the 
smaller one more delicately fashioned. They were the perfect counterpoints to the golden crowns that 
Titania and Oberon wore. They were less...she did not know how to describe them. Benign, perhaps. 
The curls of the silver vines were jagged and sharp, more like thorned branches than flowering 
plants. 

And one was meant to be hers before the night was through. 

She still did not quite believe it. J am to be the queen of nightmares. Her thoughts were jarred as 
something grabbed her sleeve and tugged. She looked down and saw a dog, sitting at her feet, 
thumping his tail quietly on the ground. 

“Puck!” She laughed and dropped to her knees next to the animal. “There you are. I was so 
worried about you!” She threw her arms around the dog, who barked and happily licked her cheek. 

Petting his head, she scratched between his ears, smiling as he wagged his tail harder. “I have no 
idea what you’ ve been off doing, but I’m sure it’s been no good.” But that did not stop her smile as he 
grinned wide, his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth, clearly ecstatic at the attention. “I am 
happy to see you, Robin Goodfellow.” 

She reached over to a table and scooped two of the silk napkins from the top of it. Tying it 
together, she wrapped it around his neck and then fashioned it into a bow at the front. “There. Now 
you look properly dressed for a wedding. 

She could not imagine an animal could look more pleased with himself than he did at that point in 
time. 

“Oh, how wonderful, the dog is here.” Valroy glared at the animal as he walked up to her side. 
“Can you send him away?” 

“No. I like him.” Abigail smiled up at him, daring him to challenge her. “He stays.” 

“Fine.” Valroy growled but relented. He folded his wings to his back like a cape. “For your sake, 
he may stay. But he had best be careful, lest I skin and roast him for the main course.” 

Puck barked. And then licked her square on the lips before barking again and running away as 
Valroy snarled and chased him a few steps before giving up. The prince was fuming. “I hate him.” 

“I know.” She rose from the ground and brushed off the fabric of her skirt. “But I think he is 
sweet. And for what it’s worth, I do believe he means well.” 

“Mim-hm.” Valroy shook his head and turned to look at her. With a smirk, he tucked a piece of her 
hair back in place. “The moon is nearly risen to its peak tonight. Are you ready?” 


“To be your wife, yes. To be the Unseelie Queen?” She shook her head. The thought was still 
astonishing to her. “Never.” 

“Good.” He extended a hand to her. She took in the sight of him once more. The alabaster skin 
offset so perfectly by the silver armor that still let his wings move free. The glint in his barely 
glowing eyes. The sharpness of his features. 

He would always terrify her. 

Always. 

But she had learned to delight in that fear. 

“Is it bad form to kiss you now?” She smiled as she slipped her hand into his. “Or must I wait 
until the ceremony is over?” 

“I do not see any harm in starting off on the right foot.” He pulled her close to him, cradled her 
head in his hand at the base of her skull, and kissed her. Slowly, passionately, as if he wished to make 
a point to all those in attendance. 

She did not know as she minded. 

When he broke away, he lifted her hand to kiss the back of her knuckles. “Come, my queen. It is 
time.” 


VALROY HELD his breath as the crown was about to be placed atop his head. 

The handfasting was done. 

He and Abigail were wed. 

It was all a bit of a blur, to be fair. And he had not touched any alcohol that night. But it was a sea 
of faces, of conversation, and of laughter. And the ceremony itself had gone off flawlessly. Abigail 
had been a bit shy and unsure of her words, but she had performed beautifully. 

She was his wife. 

And now, she was to be his queen. 

He had waited centuries for this moment. Centuries. And now? The throne would be his. He 
would finally become the Unseelie King. 

He knelt before the senior ranking member of the court—who was, ironically enough, Lord 
Bayodan. The goat king had finally finished the lengthy speech required for a coronation, though 
Valroy had not listened to a word of it. 

And then... 

It was done. 

The crown was his. 

He stood, lifting Abigail to her feet in time with him, and turned to address the crowd. Seelie and 
Unseelie alike. A moment of peace and prosperity. It had taken some time for the two halves to mix, 
but he was certain there would be many half-breed children born in the not-so-distant future. 

And he hated every moment of it. 

He kept the disgust internal, for no one else seemed to agree with him. The Seelie should not be 
amongst them. They should be kept on chains and leashes, if not put in the ground to feed the plants 
and trees around them. 

He would keep his thousand years of peace. He would keep his word to his beloved. 

But that did not mean he had to like it. 


Far from it. 

He despised them no less than he had before. He would keep one Seelie intact—he would keep 
his Abigail beside him, for she was Seelie by happenstance, not breeding. She did not count, as it 
were, in his mind. 

The cheers were deafening as they stepped from the platform toward the crowd. The Unseelie 
King and Queen. Abigail was hovering close to his side, seeking strength in his presence. She looked 
utterly terrified and perfectly overwhelmed. He did not blame her. 

A thousand years. 

Then he would wreak slaughter and misery upon all those he smiled at now. It was not so very 
long. Nor was it too much for Abigail to have asked. He was not lying when he said he would have 
given her far more in exchange. 

He was king. 

Finally! 

A moment of exuberance overtook him, and he picked Abigail up by the waist, lifting her clear off 
the ground. She squeaked in surprise, her hands flying to his shoulders, her shock turning to laughter 
as he smiled up at her. 

She was not his moon and stars. She was his sunlight. And he would cherish her for as long as he 
could. And come what may. 

For she loved him. 

Something no one else had ever done. 

He lowered her to him, her feet still not touching the ground, and kissed her with all the passion 
he had in his soul to give. He would leave her bruised in the morning. Oh, he would absolutely 
delight in ruining her once they were allowed to escape the celebration. 

Not that he thought she would mind. 

Applause resounded as they kissed, and as he stepped away from her, he noticed the flush in her 
cheeks. “Hello, Unseelie Queen.” 

“Hello, Unseelie King.” She chuckled. “What an odd thing to say.” 

“You will adjust. As you have to so very much in recent weeks.” He kissed her knuckles again. 
“Now, come. I believe it is time for us to dance.” 

It was done. 

He could not believe it. 

After long last... 

He truly was the Unseelie King. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


F inally, Abigail was allowed to drink. 

And, oh, did she plan on getting well and truly sauced by the end of the night. She was a queen 
—her! Of the fairy otherworld. How? How! It still seemed so strange and impossible to her, as if she 
were dreaming. 

And all the creatures around her, monsters and beings of every shape and making, were certainly 
worthy of calling themselves dreams and nightmares. But no matter how hard she pinched herself, she 
did not wake. 

This was real. 

This was who she had become. 

A Seelie witch and now the Unseelie Queen. Something that had never happened before, or so 
Valroy told her. As she danced with Valroy, she tucked her head against the part of his chest that was 
bare of his armor. He chuckled and held her close. It was not their first dance that night, but he did not 
wander far from her. Nor did she from him. 

Partially because she was terrified of spending too much time lost in a sea of fae. But also 
because she had no desire to do anything of the sort. 

“You have given me all that I could have ever wished for and more, Abigail Moore. I will do all 
that I can to do right by you.” He kissed the top of her head. “I knew that my crown would come to me 
in time. But love? That is something I thought I would never possess.” 

“Do not ruin it, then.” She grinned up at him. 

He laughed, a fiendish twist to his lips revealing his sharp eyeteeth. “To that, I make no 
promises.” 

When the song ended, someone tapped her on the shoulder. Valroy looked up at whoever it was, 
and the expression on his face was nearly priceless with how quizzical it was. 

“May I have this dance?” 

Abigail turned to see Titania standing beside her, smirking at them. 

“With me, or with her?” Valroy teased, a vicious flicker in his eyes. 

Titania laughed. “With you. I do believe Lord Bayodan has been itching to dance with his new 
queen this night. I figured I might have to act as a decoy to distract your attentions for a few minutes.” 

Valroy narrowed one eye surreptitiously down at her before shrugging. “Very well. Let us dance, 
Queen Titania.” He extended his hand. 

“Our first meeting as equals.” The queen smiled back to him and slipped her hand into his, letting 
Valroy lead her farther into the dancefloor. 

Abigail took a few steps back. 


A heavy hand landed atop her shoulder. She did not need to look to see who it was. “This 
opportunity for true peace is yours, Abigail. We have you to thank for it.” Lord Bayodan’s rumbling 
voice came from beside her. 

“But it is not a true peace, is it? Only a truce for a time.” She sighed. “I rue the day when it ends, 
for I do not think I know how to trick Valroy into this a second time.” She smirked. “I am out of things 
with which to bargain.” 

“We shall see.” 

There was something odd in his words, though she could not place what it was. Turning her head, 
she looked up at the goat king. 

And into seven, red, glowing eyes. 

Someone in the great hall screamed. There was shouting. She heard Valroy’s laughter and listened 
to it change to a shout of rage...and pain. 

But all she saw were those seven glowing eyes. 


ANFAR DECIDED HE HATED WEDDINGS. 

He decided he hated this one most of all. It was too crowded, too loud, and far too politically 
dangerous with the Seelie and Unseelie all gathered about in one place. He walked away from it 
shortly after the ceremony. He had seen enough of the night to still claim friendship to the new 
Unseelie King. 

We are all doomed. 

He took a sip from the bottle he carried and headed out into the woods, seeking the cold air. He 
would go lurk on the bottom of his lake for a while, before heading out to sea for a week. Yes, that 
was a wonderful plan. 

“Anfar.” 

He turned and saw Perin following him. The young man smiled, and Anfar found himself smiling 
back. 

“You need not follow me at all times, selkie. I” 

He broke off as Perin kissed him. He stood, stunned, as the selkie clutched the front of his sodden 
shirt and pulled him into the embrace. He was not unwilling; he was simply too taken aback to react. 

When the kiss ended, Anfar did not know what to say. 

He simply stared. 

He must have imagined it. He was drunk, he was unconscious, and this was nothing but a dream. It 
had to be. 

“Salty.” The selkie chuckled. “Although I’m not surprised. Oh. I forgot to mention.” He smiled. 
“You are betrayed.” 

Anfar hissed in pain as a knife slid into his ribs. 

And he watched in shock as Perin’s features melted away to nothing but broken glass in the shape 
of a face. 

Anfar snarled. “Cruinn.” 


VALROY STOOD with Titania upon the dance floor and placed his hand to her hip, the other holding 
their hands aloft. His smile was not a kind one. “There were days when I wondered if you and I were 
not meant to be wed, you know.” 

“I pondered the same—was I, the Seelie Queen, meant to be your bride to save both races from 
total war?” She hummed. “But then, it would not have stopped you, would it? Titania’s gaze flicked to 
Abigail. “A Seelie bride does not stop your bloodlust.” 

“No.” 

“I know how much you must despise this night. Dallying with creatures you feel are so much 
lesser than you.” 

That made him laugh. “I would give you credit for your observational skills, were I not so very 
predictable in my motivations. Now, did you ask me to dance to simply berate me?” 

“No.” She pulled her hand from his to rest it on his chest, over the inked circle of the Maze that 
rested over his heart. “I did not come here to berate you.” 

Valroy flicked her hand away. “Then let us d—” 

He almost did not feel it. 

The blade was simply that sharp. 

It dug deep into his ribs. Titania did not waver, did not even blink, as she yanked the blade from 
him and drove it ina second time. 

Someone nearby saw what was happening and screamed. 

Valroy laughed. “You childish, insipid creature. I knew you would ruin this peace I have offered!” 
He struck Titania away from him with the back of his hand, sending her sprawling to the stone. And it 
was only then that he saw the dagger she held. 

Ah. 

So that was where it had gone. 

He snarled in rage and jumped forward, ready to peel her skin from her face with his claws. 

A sword ran through him, shattering several of his ribs as it entered his back and exited his chest. 
He roared in pain and coughed as his lungs filled with blood. The golden sword left no doubt as to 
who had done the deed. 

Oberon. 

Mouth tasting of thick blood, he fell to one knee as the Seelie King withdrew his sword, either to 
behead him or perhaps thinking he was defeated. 

The fool. 

Valroy stood, spinning on his heel, ignoring the pain that ripped through him like lightning, and 
rammed his fist straight into that cretin’s smug face. He felt the crack of bone as he shattered the man’s 
nose. Good. 

But where were his guards? 

His courtiers? 

Nowhere to be seen. 

The crowd was in chaos. Some running, some cowering, some standing in shock. He was 
surprised they did not all come rushing forward, like he was the human ruler Caesar, to each have a 
hand in striking him down. 

No, his people merely stared. 

They would not raise a hand to kill him. 

Nor would they raise a hand to help him. 

What wonderful restraint. 


“Cowards!” he snarled, wet as it was. Another strike with the cursed dagger came from behind as 
Titania stuck true to his invective. He tried to cast her out of the way with his wing, but the wily bitch 
disappeared, only to reappear a second later in front of him. 

As she dug the knife straight into his heart. 

Through the inked depiction of the Maze on his chest, he stared at her, honestly a little impressed, 
as she twisted the blade deeper into him. 

Titania’s expression was one of hatred. Pure, beautiful hatred. “I will leave your queen alone. 
This, I swear to you. She will reign upon your throne in your stead...and the Unseelie will know a 
new era of true peace.” 

Valroy fell to his knees, finding it hard to stand. He had thought it nothing at first, but then it 
became clear he was not immune to the cursed blade. He coughed again. “Anfar—” 

“Is busy battling with Cruinn. And Lord Bayodan...well...” Titania gestured. 

Valroy followed his gaze and found that the goat king in question was slowly dancing with 
Abigail, who was staring up at him, expressionless. He held her in his thrall. 

Valroy laughed. He lowered his head and let the humor of the moment fight through the pain that 
was starting to empty out his mind of his own thoughts. He had become the Unseelie King and had 
made it precisely twenty minutes before he had been betrayed by his so-called friends. 

At least Anfar was not among them. 

For that, he was most relieved. 

“You are...a fool.” Blood flowed from his wounds, soaking his chest and already beginning to 
pool around his knees. “You are a damnable fool, Titania.” 

“Oh? It seems to me that you are dying, and I have won.” The queen stepped up to him, the pink 
hem of her dress instantly stained crimson by the blood around him. “Rest well, sweet Unseelie 
King.” 

Valroy continued to laugh, if now for a different reason. “You honestly believe you can kill me 
this way? Clever, using that blade, but no.” He would be unconscious soon. But he had one thing to do 
before he surrendered to the darkness that was seeping into his vision. “There is something you do not 
understand. Something no one has ever grasped.” 

Titania took a step back, her victory now suddenly not so certain. “You will die. The blade—tt is 
cursed to kill anything it touches!” 

“I am sure it does.” Valroy grinned, feeling his head begin to reel. “But this body...it cannot be 
killed in this way.” 

““Wh—what do you mean?” 

Valroy sneered. “That is not for you to know.” In his last burst of strength, he jumped to his feet 
and snapped his wings wide. Snatching Oberon by the throat with his talon, he yanked the other king 
forward. Tearing the cursed dagger from his heart, he drove it deep into the side of the Seelie King’s 
throat. With one swift movement, he sliced forward, opening the man’s neck from the center and out 
the front. 

Blood gushed from the wound, spraying onto him and Titania. 

“No!” 

The queen shrieked in agony. 

Valroy loved the sight of her face as she watched her beloved die before her eyes...and because 
of her actions. “A king will die this night, Titania.” The blade fell numbly from Valroy’s hands and 
dropped to the ground at his feet. He joined it a second later and found himself grinning up at the 
moonlit sky overhead. “But it shall not be me...” 


THE WORLD WAS COVERED in blood. 

Everyone was gone. 

Abigail stood there, staring at the scene, trembling. It had been her wedding. It had been a 
celebration. And now, it was a lake of gore. 

Bayodan told her what had happened in murmured words, but she had barely wished to listen to 
him. She could barely hear him through her tears. 

Titania had attempted to murder Valroy with the cursed dagger, only to find that it wounded him, 
but did not kill him. 

And in revenge, Valroy killed King Oberon. 

But now the body of Oberon was gone, and with it, Valroy. There was no telling whose blood was 
whose where it lay spilt upon the marble floor. 

Her husband was the prisoner of the Seelie. Her lover. Her tormenter. Her king. “You betrayed 
me. You betrayed us.” 

“No, my queen.” Lord Bayodan placed a hand over his heart and bowed his horned head. “I 
betrayed him. Not you.” 

“And how is this not—” She choked off her anger. “Explain.” 

“Titania had no plans to allow this night to happen. She had sworn an oath a long time ago that she 
would never let Valroy sit upon the throne. She put before me two options...Either she would kill you 
before the ceremony, or I would help her kill Valroy after. Doing thus would leave the Unseelie throne 
with you upon it.” 

Bayodan took a step toward her, but as she glared at him through her tears, he retreated the 
distance once more. “You must understand...no one wishes for Valroy to rule. No one. You have seen 
what a wrathful, tyrannical man he is. He is kind to you—soft to you—but to the rest? You should lead 
us, Abigail Moore. Queen Abigail. Not he.” 

“Go away, Bayodan.” 

He frowned. “My lady—” 

“I am your lady no longer!” She let her anger feed the vines that sprouted up through the grass at 
her feet, slithering out in all directions. “Leave me. Before I let the Gle’Golun have you for your 
treachery.” 

“But—” 

“Go!” 

Bayodan disappeared in a swirl of shadows just as the vines were about to touch his hooves. 
Now she was truly alone. Turning to the puddle of blood on the ground, she walked to the center of it 
and knelt. 

Pulling the crown from her head, she studied it. Was this what it meant to be queen? Blood, and 
treachery, and lies? 

Shutting her eyes, she wept. 

What was she to do now? 


“THIS 1s where you shall stay. And this is where you shall rot. ” 


Iron nails drove through his flesh, pinning his wings to the tree at his back. Pinning his arms 
outstretched. Pinning his legs. Impaling his chest to the wood behind him. 

He wondered if he resembled that stupid mounted corpse the humans worshipped. He was dizzy, 
he felt nauseated, and the iron seared his flesh as it would any other fae. 

But he was not any other fae. 

That much, Titania and the others had now learned. 

Barbed chains circled him, wrenching deep into his flesh, cutting trenches in his skin. 

Titania spat at him and turned to storm away, her shoulders shaking with her grief-stricken 
sobbing. Oberon was dead. And for all their mercurial, on-again off-again nature, he had no doubt in 
his mind that she had loved her king. 

He grinned. 

Good. 

He hoped she suffered. 

“Enjoy your empty bed, Titania. Perhaps if you ask nicely, I will come fill it for you.” 

He laughed as she merely disappeared with no reply. But his laugh was weak and hoarse. He 
looked down at what they had done to him. There would be no escape. Not without assistance from 
others. 

So, no, he figured there would be no escape at all. 

As he surrendered to the pain and the agony that wracked his body, his thoughts were not upon 
revenge, not upon how he would rip Bayodan’s tail from his traitorous ass and force him to eat it. 

No, his thoughts were upon his Abigail. His little Seelie witch. 

His Unseelie Queen. 

And he could only pray to the gods that he would see her again. 

But the gods had never been kind to him. 

Shutting his eyes, he imagined her before him. Imagined her kiss upon his lips. And remembered 
her voice as she had pledged her love to him. 

And that would have to be enough. 

I love you, Abigail Moore. 
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